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Editorial
In the fall of 2015 and the spring of 2016 a group of
students in different disciplines in the humanities at
Bucknell University, working with the Bucknell
University Press, decided to get together to create a
journal to feature and publish serious academic and
scholarly writing by students. Between 2008 and 2010,
students in the Comparative Humanities Program at
Bucknell had published a journal entitled The
Comparative Humanities Review. We wanted our
journal to benefit from the example set by our
predecessors and to provide some continuity with what
had been done before. However, we also wanted our
journal to be separate and different from The
Comparative Humanities Review and other venues for
current student writing at Bucknell.
The Humanities Review thus addresses the interests
and needs of students working in any and all of the
humanities disciplines and the hurnanistically oriented
social sciences (such as religion, history, economics,
psychology, and anthropology). Our remit, displayed on
the inside front matter of this journal, will, we hope, be
inclusive and encouraging The Humanities Review aims
to be a peer reviewed journal publishing at 1 or 2
numbers annually of student work of the highest
caliber. All Bucknell students are welcome to submit
work for consideration. Given the constant influx of
new students, the board of editors will invariably see
change from year to year; but as a board, the editors aim
to seek, encourage and sustain serious academic work,
regardless of point of view. In due course, we also seek
vii

to attract submissions from students at other American
and Canadian universities and colleges, and, indeed,
from students worldwide. While we expect most
submissions to be in the English language, the editors
are also willing to consider (and to publish) work of
suitable quality in languages other than English. It is
our hope that this journal will create a space in which
students may develop their intellectual and scholarly
interests in the humanities, to engage in a critical dialog
with their peers beyond the classroom, and to be
instrumental in developing the intellectual, imaginative,
ethical, and civic skills and responsibilities that our
society-and Western democratic societies in generalneed so badly at this time.
While the critical and scholarly goals of The
Humanities Review will be uppermost, those editing the
journal will also have opportunities of working closely
with the staff of Bucknell University Press in learning
about academic publishing.
The editors thank the Bucknell University Press and
the Bucknell Humanities Center for their support
and guidance in this important and exciting academic
undertaking.

Editors (2016-17)
Caroline Fassett
Dante Fresse
Erin Frey
Olivia Kalb
Leah Murphy
Tong Tong
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"A Few Dishonorable Men:"
Coriolanus, Henry V, and the Search for an
Honorable Character
Sam Gates

The texts of Shakespeare's plays offer a thematic web of
intertextuality, an endless proliferation of connections
between ideas which continues to defy the divides of
time and place. Love, loyalty, worthiness, morality,
glory: these large themes draw lines between characters
and plots, with their author continuously questioning
their validity. In particular, the concept of honor sits in
the center of a thematic solar system, orbited by notions
as seemingly diverse as manhood, violence, and
nationalism. Yet just as he sets these celestial bodies in
motion, Shakespeare also questions their existence,
demonstrating the ultimately fallible nature of honor as
well as many of its connecting ideals. As literature
moves forward in this technological age, some
Shakespeare adaptations to film capture the inevitably
porous nature of honor, while others do not. Ralph
Fiennes' Coriolanus, for example, portrays a cold and
cynical world in which honor cannot outlive
corruption. On the other hand, Kenneth Branagh's
Henry V begins with promise, but eventually falls into
the trap becoming a glorifying war movie, entirely
missing Shakespeare's nuanced criticism of the "honor
of war." In both films, the protagonists define honor
through manhood, violence, and patriotism; Branagh's
Henry V, however, fails where Coriolanus succeeds-in
seeing the search for honor as ultimately fruitless.
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Of the themes I have highlighted which lie tangent
to honor, manhood is perhaps the most apparent and
ostentatious. Both Henry V and Coriolanus, the plays,
feature protagonists vying for an appropriate display of
manhood through "honorable" deeds. Only Fiennes'
film, however, reads such acts of machismo with both
Shakespeare's subtle undermining of honor as an ideal,
as we11 as a postmodernist understanding of gender and
feminism. Despite Coriolanus representing the epitome
of the alpha male, Fiennes' film taps into the complexity
that the text imposes on gender. Coriolanus largely
separates Rome into gendered spheres, with Coriolanus'
world on the battlefield and Virgilia's world in the
home signifying the extremes of the male and female
worlds. Throughout the play it is made clear that
Coriolanus "the Man" is equated only with Coriolanus
"the Soldier." He is a great warrior because he is able to
dominate the masculine sphere:
Thou wast a soldier
Even to Cato's wish, not fierce and terrible
Only in strokes; but, with thy grim looks and
The thunder-like percussion of thy sounds,
Thou madst thine enemies shake, as if the world
Were feverous and did tremble. 1 Coriolanus' honor
remains intact where he thrives as the alpha male. In the
political sphere, however, his hyper-masculinity is not
enough to validate him as a politician, and his honor
becomes questionable as his manhood falters.
Volumnia urges her son to appeal to the common
people as a fair and just politician, rather than as a
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soldier after he is banished from Rome: "Thou art their
soldier, and being bred in broils I Hast not the soft
way ... I prithee now, sweet son, as thou hast said I My
praises made thee first a soldier, so, I To have my praise
for this, perform a part I Thou hast not done before"
(III.ii.81 ). Volumnia (who herself conflates the gender
binary) clearly associates the role of the warrior with
manhood, but knows that her son's masculinity is not
sufficient to appease the citizens of Rome. Similarly,
Coriolanus himself describes the role of the politician in
metaphors injected with feminine imagery:
Away, my disposition, and possess me
Some harlot's spirit! my throat of war be turn'd,
Which quired with my drum, into a pipe
Small as an eunuch, or the virgin voice
That babies lulls asleep! (III.ii.111-115)
The alpha male begrudgingly recognizes that his hypermasculinity is not adequate to the performance of his
different roles. Fiennes' film captures this well,
juxtaposing the plight of Rome's people with
Coriolanus' stoic masculinity. In particular, Fiennes'
red-faced performance at the trial refuses to deny
Coriolanus' nature as an alpha male, while
demonstrating that this masculinity cannot win back
the trust or liking of the starving Roman citizens, nor
preserve his honor in the public eye. Coriolanus' honor
cannot be maintained because his manhood is
compromised.
Additionally, the film makes evident how Menenius
and Volumnia complicate the idea of manhood and
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thus unintentionally undermine Coriolanus' honor.
Menenius spends the film in suits, in contrast to
Coriolanus' usual uniform or fatigues, and is the
representation of the politician role that Coriolanus fails
to fulfill. He, like Volumnia, encourages Coriolanus to
be less of an alpha male warrior and more a man of the
people as Coriolanus faces banishment. Menenius acts
as a foil to Coriolanus, and as a less extreme version of
manhood, whose advice seeks to improve Coriolanus'
image as a politician, but works against his hypermasculine nature. Because Coriolanus defines his honor
through his masculinity, Menenius' advice as a
character who breaks the gender binary undermines
Coriolanus' honor. Similarly, Volumnia compromises
Coriolanus' honor by acting as a personification of
gender confusion-a woman and a mother unnaturally
imbibed with the hardness of a man. In the audience's
first encounter with Volumnia, she professes "had I a
dozen sons, each in my love I alike and none less dear
than thine and my good I Marcius, I had rather had
eleven die nobly for their I country than one
voluptuously surfeit out of action" (Coriolanus, I.iii.1821). Despite being a mother figure, Volumnia clearly
endorses the image of the alpha male warrior that
Coriolanus embodies, and believes that honor can be
earned only through demonstrations of stoic
masculinity. In the film, Vanessa Redgrave delivers a
chilling performance, a blood-thirsty woman who
would rather see her son die than risk his honor. The
film portrays this, again, through costuming. Volumnia
contrasts with the much more feminine Virgilia, often
wearing pants instead of dresses and once appearing in
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uniform next to her son. She at once acts as mother and
warrior, both nurturing and violent. Fiennes especia11y
allows Volumnia to cross gender boundaries when she
begs Coriolanus not to attack Rome. She speaks of
peace rather than of war, and asks her son to give up his
role as an alpha male in favor of a role of appeasement.
Yet such a request is the very thing that ultimately
undermines Coriolanus' honor in Audifius' eyes. In the
film, Coriolanus falls to his knees and sobs in his
mother's arms, and we see her both as a peacemaker
and a mother willing to sacrifice her own son. By
comforting her son, Volumnia robs him of his
manhood, and furthermore of his honor.
Similar to Coriolanus, Henry V often fills the role of
the masculine warrior. Henry's actions, however,
ultimately question the idea of manhood as honor, and
can be seen to undermine the concept of the chivalrous
and honorable hero. The film fails to recognize this, and
in doing so, paints Henry as unquestionably honorable
and painfu11y one-dimensional. Branagh's Henry Vlaces
the protagonists' honor with an assumed sense of being
a man's man, a war hero who pays his dues on the
battlefield and in turn is deemed honorable. The plot of
Henry Vis, inevitably, concerned with Henry's honor,
manhood, and right to the throne simultaneously. No
one of these central ideas exists without leveraging the
other two. Indeed, who is a king who is not a man, and
what is a man who hasn't proven his masculinity and
his right to rule. The beauty of the play, however, lies in
the eventual fragility of these notions. As written, the
battle of Agincourt is just as Branagh depicts itglorious, bloody, the model of proven worthiness.
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Branagh as Henry fights his fair share in a field of
bloodied men, and emerges from the fray as a noble,
honorable king~a king who's proven his right to rule.
This, however, is precisely where the film fails to
capture the full picture of Henry's honor. Despite
having won France, Henry's right to the English throne
is still in question at the end of the play, and the same
doubts plague Henry that plagued his father. If
Bolingbrook could simply seize the throne from a king
endorsed by a divine right, what would keep
Bolingbrook from being deposed himself? In a
metadramatic sense, the actors who strut about the
stage and parade as kings differ little from those who
usurp a king by putting on a crown. And, indeed, Henry
the victor has no more right to inherit a usurped throne
than he did at the beginning of the play. Because
Henry's manhood is distinctly tied to his right to rule,
his masculinity remains off-balance even fo11owing his
heroic victory on the battlefield.
In particular, Fluellen ties Henry's manhood to his
honor in the final scene with the glove, and in doing so,
brings it up as a point of contention. Fluellen asks the
King to kill Williams, reasoning, "Your Majesty, hear
now, saving your Majesty's manhood, what an arrant,
rascally, beggarly, lousy knave it is."2 The reference is
brief and easily overlooked, but the distinct use of the
word "manhood" ties Henry's masculinity to his
treatment of Williams and how he decides Williams'
fate. As Henry breaks his promise to duel Williams and
pardons a man who spoke against the King, the scene is
ultimately one of confusion and ambiguity, and one
which demonstrates that Henry's honor is still in
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question. Branagh cut the scene from his film, choosing
to portray Henry as a man consistently honorable and
"manly" in his actions. The truth of Shakespeare's
character, however, is that his honor is porous and his
manhood under constant threat.
Furthermore, Henry's manhood and honor are
necessarily tied to a sense of chivalry, and his treatment
of women. Despite the "honor" Henry shows on the
battlefield, his treatment of women is ultimately
inconsistent, and the women of the play are subjected to
both cultural and physical violence. Branagh, however,
invariably presents Henry as the image of knight-like
chivalry, uncomplicated by either the nuances of
Shakespeare's character or by modern feminist
influences. In this way, the film fails to see Henry as a
full-bodied and complex character who encounters
feminist thought in the modern world. Being the good
soldier that he is, Henry does not interact directly with
women in the play until after the battle is won. One of
Henry's first mentions of the opposite sex occurs at the
siege of Harfleur, during which he treats the notion of
the female body less than chivalrously: "What is't to me,
when you yourselves are cause, I If your pure maidens
fall into the hand I Of hot and forcing violation?"
(III.iii.96-98). Henry threatens to rape and kill the
innocent while working to conquer the land of his
future wife. Meanwhile, Katherine exists in the play,
really, no differently than the land Henry fights for, and
the French women his soldiers rape. She is presented
merely as a sum of her physical parts, a sexualized body,
and a spoil of war; she is objectified in all senses of the
term, a collection of named appendages. Henry
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approaches her with words of love which, according to
Branagh, he delivers in earnest. What Branagh's film
fails to recognize, however, is the underlying violence
inherent in treating Katherine as an earned reward,
given to one who strips her of her language, no less. The
same Henry who spilt French blood on (until that
moment) French soil, bids the French princess "love me
soundly with I your French heart, I will be glad to hear
you I confess it brokenly with your English tongue"
(V.ii.104-106). Pronouncing her love for the English
king robs Katherine of her language, and Henry
imposes his Englishness on her as he did the French
battlefield. In the end, Shakespeare is acknowledging
the paradox of honor defined through manhood. Henry
is honorable as a soldier threatening rape, but also as a
king vying for the princess' love. The two images are
incompatible, and while Henry may have been
considered honorable by the standards of his own era,
the text demonstrates that those standards are
ultimately contradictory, and honor is ultimately
fallible. Branagh's interpretation of the text on film,
however, overlooks the frailty of honor, and in doing so
does disservice to the complexity of the character.
Lying tangent to the concept of manhood, violence
also often accompanies a character's search for honor.
Branagh's film glorifies the violence in Henry's world as
honorable, and again overlooks the critique of
"honorable war" that the text pursues. The problem,
perhaps, is not violence itself, but Henry's inability to
recognize the effect of war and violence on others. To
return to Henry's relationship with Princess Katherine,
for example, Henry does not recognize how the violence
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he showed toward the French is violence against
Katherine herself. One particular passage from Henry
and Katherine's meeting highlights this, when Henry
says,
No; it is not possible you should love the enemy of
France, Kate: but, in loving me, you should love
The friend of France; for I love France so well that
I will not part with a village of it; I will have it
All mine: and, Kate, when France is mine and I am
Yours, then yours is France and you are mine.
(V.ii.164-168)
Kenneth Branagh croons these lines lovingly at his new
bride, and in doing so makes them out to be loving. The
danger in this is that it overlooks the violence of
Henry's actions and in turn his violence toward
Katherine. Henry surely could have been sincere in
what he said, but Branagh overlooks the inherent
conflict between Henry's words toward Katherine and
his actions toward France. Moreover, as a modern day
interpretation of the play, Branagh's film fails to
acknowledge how feminism now interacts with the text,
as well as how Shakespeare himself was criticizing
Henry and his willingness to resort to violence. Henry
searches for honor through such violence without
acknowledging the contradiction this violence creates.
The connection between Henry's quest for honor
and violence is perhaps most apparent in the St.
Crispin's Day speech. The most famous speech from
Henry V promises the English soldiers glory, that they
may speak proudly of how they endured the violence of
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war. The tradeoff for violence is recognition-or, at
least, that is what Henry tells his men. In these
moments, violence is honor. The most glaring moment,
however, of Henry's disregard for the effect of violence
on others, is when the names of the dead are read after
the battle, and Henry breaks his promise. He famously
avows that "he to-day that sheds his blood with me I
Sha11 be my brother," and assures the men that, no
matter their class, they shall all be remembered
(IV.iii.61-62). When the men's names are read after the
battle, however, the only dead reported are "Edward the
Duke of York, the Earl of Suffolk, I Sir Richard Ketly,
Davy Garn, esquire: I None else of name; and of all
other men I But five and twenty" (IV.viii.97-100). In
this moment, the men are not enough to be named; they
are not soldiers, but merely victims of Henry's violence.
Branagh delivered these lines as a grief-stricken king
without recognizing their inherent hypocrisy. Violence
remains honorable for Henry in the film, regardless of
how honor is taken from others. At the end of the
battle, Henry carries a dead messenger boy across the
field to the tune of a triumphant hymn, and the boy
becomes a symbol not of the innocent lost in battle, but
of the English victory. Branagh's Henry becomes a Godlike ruler and war hero, and loses the perspective of
seeing violence through a critical lens. In short,
Branagh's Henry remains impenetrably honorable
where Shakespeare's Henry did not.
Fiennes' Coriolanus, in contrast, presents the
violence of war as senseless, and demonstrates that
honor cannot be won through violence. By modernizing
the play, Fiennes brings Coriolanus' wartime tactics
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into a familiar world where war is not so readily taken
as honorable. Unlike the glorious war scenes of Henry
V, Coriolanus features soldiers inching through
deserted cities amidst clouds of bouncing bullets. The
soldiers' deaths are numb, fast, and meaningless, and
the audience gets the sense that nothing is really being
gained from the battles, which resemble that of Iraq or
Syria. Volumnia speaks of the war as a thing of honor:
"the senate I has letters from the general, wherein he
gives my I son the whole name of the war: he hath in
this I action outdone his former deeds doubly," but the
film is able to read the text critically, and to examine the
violence of the play as something superfluous
(Coriolanus, Il.i.120-123). Once again, the audience sees
that Coriolanus' skills as a brilliant general are not
enough to validate his image as a politician, and the
violence he pursues in battle cannot salvage his honor.
Ultimately, Coriolanus going against his own nature
and choosing to be nonviolent cannot save even his life.
Coriolanus himself touches on this contradiction early
on in the play: "What would you have, you curs, I That
like nor peace nor war? the one affrights you, I The
other makes you proud" (I.i.157-159). He recognizes
that, in the public eye, no good comes out of either war
or peace. Indeed, after winning the battle at Corioli,
Coriolanus' violent victory on the battlefield is not
enough to win the approval of Rome's citizens
(mirroring Coriolanus' difficulty with the identity as an
alpha male.) Simultaneously, vying for peace rather
than violence when Coriolanus decides not to attack
Rome with Aufidius proves equally as problematic, and
leads to Coriolanus' death. The general cannot satisfy
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the desire for both war and peace, and as a warrior
groomed to resort to violence he finds that neither is
able to win him honor.
As with any tragic hero's death, Coriolanus faces a
moment of realization when confronted with his
oncoming demise; he recognizes that his reflex to
launch a violent counter-attack on Rome after being
banished leads not to redemption or honor, but merely
to death. This moment of realization is portrayed
particularly well in the film, as Ralph Fiennes as
Coriolanus falls to his knees in supplication, weeping as
he acknowledges the inevitability of his own death:
0 mother, mother!
What have you done? Behold, the heavens do ope,
The gods look down, and this unnatural scene
They laugh at. 0 my mother, mother! O!
You have won a happy victory to Rome;
But, for your son,--believe it, 0, believe it,
Most dangerously you have with him prevail'd,
If not most mortal to him. But, let it come.
Aufidius, though I cannot make true wars,
I'll frame convenient peace. (V.iii.183-192)
Coriolanus faces his fate as a broken man, who defaults
for the first time to "convenient peace" when he "cannot
make true wars." Fiennes' performance is powerful and
perceptive, as he weeps neither as a violent warrior nor
as a peacemaking politician, but as a man whose honor
cannot be salvaged by either war or peace. Moreover,
the film demonstrates that even in death violence does
not beget honor. After being killed by Aufidius'
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conspirators, Coriolanus' body is thrown into a road,
abandoned without nobility or grace, and the screen
fades to black. The final, lasting image of the movie
encapsulates Shakespeare's commentary on the violence
of war, and the fruitless pursuit of honor through
violence. Despite Coriolanus' great military prowess,
and his hopes of preserving his honor by facing death
head-on, he is left in the street, dishonored by his
enemy and his own people.
In addition to manhood and violence, both Henry
V and Coriolanus search for honor through acts of
patriotism or nationalism. Both plays, however,
ultimately undermine the very concept of nationalism
and furthermore the concept of honor. Coriolanus
largely does this through the general's shifting political
and military alliances, and Fiennes' film demonstrates
how Coriolanus' national identity cannot survive.
Following citizens through the streets of Rome at the
beginning of the movie mirrors Coriolanus' journey
into Volscian territory. Although the interiors of
Coriolanus' and Aufidius' worlds differ, the view from
the streets is quite similar, suggesting that it is difficult
to distinguish between the two. The film also capitalizes
on showing the relationship between Aufidius and
Coriolanus first as one of absolute opposition and then
as one of friendship. The initial fight between the two
generals is hand-to-hand, face-to-face; it is personal, fit
into close quarters, and very physical. Similarly, the
men share a moment when Aufidius accepts Coriolanus
as an ally that hinges on the homoerotic (both in the
text and on film):
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... here I clip
The anvil of my sword, and do contest
As hotly and as nobly with thy love
As ever in ambitious strength I did
Contend against thy valour...
Thou noble thing! more dances my rapt heart
Than when I first my wedded mistress saw
Bestride my threshold. (IV.v.108-117)
Both interactions are intimate moments between the
two men, blurring the line between Coriolanus'
treatment of his allies and his enemies and,
furthermore, the allies and enemies of Rome. In the
mere act of allying himself with Aufidius and against
Rome, Coriolanus confuses his national identity as a
Roman. He himself admits, when confronted by his
mother after joining with Aufidius, "These eyes are not
the same I wore in Rome" (V.iii.37). He no longer fights
for Rome, but exists in a limbo of homelessness.
Banished from his country and robbed of his
nationality, despite his numerous battles fought in the
name of patriotism, Coriolanus finds the concept of
nationality unstable, and he no longer fights for honor
in the eyes of Rome.
To return once more to Coriolanus' confrontation
with his mother, Volumnia demonstrates how
undermining Coriolanus' national identity also puts his
values at odds with one another. While Coriolanus
prepares to strike at Rome, Volumnia reminds him that
... we must lose
The country, our dear nurse, or else thy person,
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Our comfort in the country. We must find
An evident calamity, though we had
Our wish, which side should win: for either thou
Must, as a foreign recreant, be led
With manacles thorough our streets, or else
Triumphantly tread on thy country's ruin,
And bear the palm for having bravely shed
Thy wife and children's blood. (V.iii.110-119)
In compromising his own nationality, Coriolanus also
compromises that of his mother, wife, and son. If his
attack on Rome succeeds, he destroys his family and his
former home. If it fails, he must die as a traitor to Rome,
and if he surrenders he betrays the only alliance he has.
No matter what the outcome, he is still banished, still a
homeless refugee without a nationality to protect. This
comes to a head as Ralph Fiennes falls to his knees and
weeps for the loss of his national identity. When
Coriolanus is killed, his body is thrown into the street,
exiled and forgotten, without a home, and without
honor.
Henry V similarly conflates the idea of national
identity, but Branagh' s film depicts Henry
straightforwardly, as a national hero rather than as a
young king struggling with rulership. The film's tennis
ba11s scene does show Henry's struggle trying to prove
himself as a ruler, but once the characters get onto the
battlefield the film deviates from the tone of the text,
and becomes nostalgic and patriotic, no longer
questioning Henry's legitimacy, or his nationality. For
example, in the text Henry converses with Fluellen after
the battle, and touches on his Welsh ancestry. In reality,
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this would have been a point of contention for the king,
whose right to rule was still in question. The film
presents this scene as a moment of patriotism for
Henry, who proudly announces his Welsh heritage.
This is certainly a viable interpretation of the text, but it
does nothing to speak to how Henry's Welsh heritage
connects to the dissentions among his soldiers, or how
it contradicts with the English patriotism so keenly felt
throughout the rest of the movie. Conversations
between Gower, Pistol, and Flue11en are largely cut from
the film, minimizing the confusion of nationality that is
present throughout the play. In particular, the scene
where Fluellen forces Pistol to eat a raw leek (V.i) is
missing from the film. The scene connotes rape
imagery, and very clearly shows that, despite the English
victory, not all Englishmen are equally English. When
the scene is cut from the film, much of the subtext of
Henry's Welsh ancestry is lost, and he can be presented
as the unquestionably English king who has won an
English war. Moreover, the film cut Henry's
confrontation with Williams over the glove, which
immediately follows Henry's conversation with
Fluellen. During the scene Henry identifies Williams
specifically as "an Englishman" (IV.vii.113). Within the
context of understanding Henry's Welsh heritage, the
confrontation becomes a symbolic showdown between
Welsh and English identities. It demonstrates that there
is still a war of national identity among Henry's citizens,
and that being Welsh still affects Henry's validation as a
king. Even though he won the battle for England, the
text shows that Henry's own nationality is still in
question, causing his honor to sit on shaky ground.
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Also, much like Coriolanus, when Henry allies with his
former enemy and marries a Frenchwoman, he puts his
nationality~and those of his future children~at
further risk. Although he seeks glory and honor
through a patriotic victory, Henry's own nationality
refuses to be straightforward. The film, however,
chooses to portray him as a proud Englishman, whose
honor and rulership are unquestionable by the end of
the film and, in this way, fails to grasp the nuance of the
character and the text.
Branagh's Henry V presents the king as he is often
presented: glorious and honorable, one of the great
kings of history. The beauty of the play, however, is in
the examination of Henry's flaws, and in the critique of
honor itself. Fiennes' Coriolanus succeeds as a
Shakespearean adaptation because it resists becoming a
gladiator movie or a political thriller. It captures the
complexity of violence, manhood, nationalism, and
honor, and demonstrates well how the text ultimately
undermines these concepts.
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Attitudinal Shifts by Coastal Louisianans in the
Wake of the Deepwater Horizon Oil Well Explosion
Christopher D' Aliso
In late April of 2010, Deepwater Horizon, an oil-drilling
rig located in the Gulf of Mexico, exploded and
unleashed millions of gallons of unrefined, crude oil,
into Gulf waters. The oil released by the rig, influenced
in large part by oceanic currents and cross winds,
eventually reached several coastlines in states
immediately bordering the Gulf, including but not
limited to Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida.
After nearly ninety days, the rig was capped, but not
without catastrophic environmental damage. A number
of wildlife populations in the region were decimated,
coastal plants became weaker and, generationally, much
more prone to genetic mutation, and even human
populations became prone to a variety of diseases as a
result of oil affected seafood populations. As a result of
the disaster, attitudes among Gulf coastal citizens about
their coastlines, the malleability of such, and the
coastlines, overall reliability as a life giving source began
to change. Effects of the spill have become most
apparent where much larger percentages of oil made
landfall. The Louisianan coastline, therefore, is a perfect
case study to explore the effects of the spill and the
changing attitudes of coastal dependence that followed.
Looking first at pre-spill coastal settlements, lifestyles,
and pre-spill attitudes of coastal living provides a
foundation for comparing the subsequent attitudinal
shift that results from the spill's catastrophic effects.
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In this paper, I wi11 argue that the Deepwater Horizon
oil spill severely weakened Louisianan coastal
community cohesiveness and place, ushering in a
widespread attitudinal shift in coastline sustainability
and reliability.
The first residents and settlers of the Louisianan
coastal region noted its life-giving qualities and
inherent beauty. Aboriginal populations, who had
inhabited the region for ten to twelve thousand years
prior to European discovery of the "New World" in the
early 171h century, maintained relatively high standards
of living that resulted from widespread vegetative
growth alongside large and healthy wildlife
populations. 1 There was a noted abundance of plants by
aboriginal populations-fruits, fungi, greens, and
nuts-as well as backwater bayous that provided
crawfish, oysters and clams, and in the winter, various
species of birds. The productivity and sustainability of
the region are two of the features that made the
Louisianan Delta so attractive to European settlers and
explorers. As a result, and as early as the first years of
the 1700s, an economy based in pelt trade and food
exchange developed. As decades turned into centuries
and the development of the region slowly progressed, so
did the need to manipulate the environment to best fit
human needs and preferences. Whereas environmental
manipulation on an industrial scale was not at the
forefront of the regions development prior to the early
1900s, the discovery of petroleum in 1901 provided the
basis for rapid economic expansion and the need for
greater efforts to quickly and, somewhat recklessly,
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change the region's natural landscape. Alterations,
including the construction of levees and other barriers
that facilitate the flow of water, added to the
environmental and economic productivity of the
Louisianan Delta region, yet greatly exposed mass
amounts of unprotected vegetation to the harsh
extremes of the Louisianan weather cycle. Though these
projects are most often noted as accelerating factors to
coastal deterioration, they do provide a basis for a
relationship of coastal citizens to their environment in
that, despite the coastline's life-giving qualities and
natural ambience, it was profitable, and was seen as a
source of economic stability via oil extraction as early as
1901. Therefore, in the centuries and decades prior to
the Deepwater spill in April 2010, the Louisianan delta
region was, despite environmental manipulations
primarily meant to facilitate oil extraction, a flourishing
and ecologically healthy habitat.
One primary indicator of the health of any coastline
is the amount and variety of wildlife species present
there-and coastal Louisiana was no exception.
Fisheries were not simply in the region for show, they
were a viable means of economic stability and
productivity. The same also holds true for shrimping,
oyster harvesting, and various other fishing industries
that extract marine wildlife for monetary profit-their
existence was a result of large and healthy marine
populations in the Louisianan coastal region. Tourist
activity is also a significant indicator of the health of any
coastal region-with traditionally higher rates of
Louisianan tourism indicating higher rates of coastal
health and stability. Statistics show that pre- and post-
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spill rates and coastal tourism varied significantly, with
the volume of tourists dwindling in years after the spill.
The official Louisiana Tourism Forecast extended from
2015 to 2018 cites eleven times in its forty-five pages the
adverse effects that the spill had on tourism, specifically
noting that traditional tourists, typically thought of as
the region's most loyal, left in the years immediately
following the spill. 2 Therefore, there exists evidence via
tourist statistics to suggest a post-spill attitudinal shift
in regards to the safety of the region. Despite the fact,
the Louisianan coastal regions were environmentally
healthy, as is seen through wildlife diversity, the
presence and variety of coastal fisheries, and through
consistent levels of tourist activity and spending.
The Deepwater Horizon oil-rig exploded as a result
of a build-up of methane gas in its primary oil well
pipe. 3 Two days later, the rig sunk to the ocean floor
and eleven employees, who at the time were missing,
were soon after presumed dead. In the following weeks
and months, it was discovered that there were multiple
"precursors" that allowed the rig to explode in the
severity and scope that it eventually did (27).
Numbering ten in total, the precursors include but are
not limited to unfamiliar cement types used by workers,
ignored warning signs of methane gas buildup, and a
faulty emergency response plan implemented by British
Petroleum (BP) for the Deepwater rig (27). For context,
BP had a longstanding presence in the Gulf region,
working with and in coastal communities since the
early 1950s while simultaneously providing hundreds of
thousands of jobs across five Gulf states. 4 The explosion
is noted as the first major disruption in operation
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activity. 5 A11 major news media outlets subsequently
covered the events and sought to answer one primary
question: how and why did this event happen? A few
weeks after the explosion, multiple investigations were
initiated, by both Congress and BP, searching into
conditions that allowed for such catastrophic damage to
take place. BP executives were made to testify in front of
Congress while President Obama created the National
Oil Spill Commission to do further interviewing and
investigation. Despite each parties' best efforts at halting
and containing the spill, it subsequently spread and had
far reaching impacts on the Louisianan coastal region.
The immediate result of the Deepwater Horizon
explosion was the introduction of millions of barrels of
crude oil into the Gulf ecosystem. Initial reports from
governmental officials noted that barrels released per
day were a conservative 1,000-although it was later
exposed much more seriously that around 80,000
barrels per day were released from the opened cap oil
well. Misrepresentation by governmental officials would
later prove crucial in the facilitation of attitudinal shifts
by coastal citizens of the health, longevity, and safety of
the Louisianan coast. Regardless, the sheer magnitude
and expansiveness of the spill was something the likes
of which environmental policymakers and academic
researchers alike had never seen before. Of the 4.9
million barrels that governmental officials had
estimated to have been released, only 800,000 barrels, a
paltry 16%, was successfu11y removed from Gulf waters.
An image of the Gulf of Mexico produced by the New
York Times that fixated the oil spill and tracked its
spread throughout the region shows just how expansive
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and deadly the spill was. 6 Rough estimates track the spill
area to up to 22,500 square miles-a scale that was truly
unprecedented before the disaster took place. For
context, the Exxon Valdez spill, which occurred in 1989
along the Alaskan coastline, spilled only as much as 30
million gallons of oil and, before the Deepwater
Horizon explosion, was considered one of the worst
environmental disasters in terms of short and long term
effects on ecosystems as a result of oil spillage.
Therefore, the expansiveness and scope of the
Deepwater spill was problematic from the onset.
Reponses to the Deepwater oil spill in the form of
environmental cleanup efforts were widespread and
variant. The first question that a majority of the
residents of coastal Louisiana communities and BP
executives alike considered was who exactly was to pay
for the massive, month-long cleanup efforts. On May 2,
2010, President Barack Obama visited the Gulf of
Louisiana and vowed to hold BP accountable for the
cleanup costs associated with the spill, therefore ridding
all coastal residents of another added burden during an
already emotionally distressing time. The assurances by
President Obama made sense considering the limited
involvement by many coastal residents in BP
operations, and the lower than average per capita
income of Louisianan residents ($21,000-$22,000). 7 As a
result and due to mounting political pressure, a
majority of the bill was taken on by BP.
Aside from the question of cost, however, residents
and community organizers alike struggled with the best
methods to first, halt the spread of oil, and second,
clean the already existent oil from its situated location.
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On May 11, 2010, the State of Louisiana requested
emergency authorization from the US Army Corps of
Engineers to conceive of and soundly implement
measures that would directly halt the flow of oil into
and onto various coastal landscapes. 8 Though localized
response efforts to halt oil spread were already in place,
the emergency authorization of the Army Corps was an
indication that that problem was quite far reaching and
could not be stopped by local efforts alone: greater
assistance was needed. After days of consideration, the
eventual proposal included both the building of barrier
sand berms on the seaward side of Louisianan barrier
islands and the closure of inlets to disallow for further
oil progression into waterways with which the inlets
had direct access (45). Sand berms-raised deposits of
sand along coastal landscapes-were, in theory, meant
to block and filter incoming oil. The difficulty of their
construction, however, roots itself in the short term
reliance of the structures and the question of where to
get mass amounts of sand from to build the berms to an
adequate height. Inlet restrictions provide a secondary
short-term solution that, similar to sand berms, are not
entirely effective and are difficult to properly
implement. Inlet blockers have the ability to damage
ocean floor sediment deposits as well as block oceanic
current progressions. The result is a drastically different
ecosystem for animals who live in or near inlet waters.
Stopping the flow of oil was of the utmost importance,
but the subsequent environmental impact of short-term
practices was both monetarily costly and potentially
environmentally damaging.
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Media coverage of the Deepwater explosion varied
in both scope and blame. Initial reports that were
focused on the factual nature of the disaster-what
specifically happened and who were the actors
involved-soon thereafter shifted to deeper, more
serious questions such as who was to blame, what were
the damages, and what could have been done to prevent
such an event from occurring. News coverage
subsequently proved to be a major factor in framing the
Deepwater spill, as it influenced multiple response
efforts and the ways in which governmental officials
responded to the catastrophe. When looking specifically
at President Obama and his handling of the situation,
there is evidence that multiple national and state media
outlets turned the issue into a political one, rather than
keeping a strict focus on environmentalism and
ecology. Of five national newspapers studied, 45.5
percent of articles covering the oil spill mentioned
President Obama, with more than 75 percent noting
some aspect of the Obama administration. The same
ultimately holds true for Louisiana state newspapers.
There also appeared to be a systemic and politically
motivated misrepresentation of the facts at hand. Initial
reports that 1,000 barrels of oil spilled per day soon
thereafter shifted to 5,000-with BP claiming that it
could equally clean 5,000 barrels of oil per day from
Gulf waters. 9 BP, however, continued to downplay the
amount of oil that was spewing from the well, as BP
spokesman Mark Salt noted the well was actually
producing just about 2,000 barrels per day, and cleanup efforts were therefore far more productive than
previously thought (91). As the story changed, however,
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so did Salt's position, with him suddenly noting that the
well never produced 5,000 barrels per day (91). Salt's
message along with other high ranking BP officials and
an initially weak governmental response contributed to
the feelings of unease and confusion amongst coastal
residents. Their coastline was changing and as
dependents on the region, they obviously deserved to be
better informed and in a much more honest manner.
The mishandling and false representation of events by
BP and governmental officials contributed heightened
senses of fear and worry amongst coastal residents
whose livelihood was directly linked to the cleanliness
of Louisianan waters.
Furthermore, there appeared to be a difference in
representation and presentation of the safety of
Louisianan waters for fishing and consuming from
local, lay sources, and official, governmental sources.
Burt,10 a third-generation shrimper whose family had
been trolling the Bayou waters for the better part of
seven decades, questioned the safety of the catches he
was pulling from the water~and he was not alone. A
number of his colleagues observed oil in both the water
and in the seafood they inevitably caught.11
Subsequently, the shrimpers brought their catches to
labs where analyses were preformed and showed the
presence of toxic substances in and on their catches
(281). Jenna, a scientist from the NOAA, collected
oyster samples from the waters in which Burt and his
peers were shrimping and, although her results were not
presented in the article, the context clearly indicates the
difference between lay and scientific communities
concerning the safety and use of marine environments
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for human activity. The shifting attitudes by career
fisherman despite multiple insistences by BP executives
and governmental officials stating that waters were
ultimately safe demonstrates two totally different
methodological viewpoints, both of which have their
flaws, yet neither of which is one hundred percent
accurate. Therefore, the question of misleading or
unreliable information persisted in Louisianan coastal
communities-and it soon thereafter contributed to
attitudinal changes of coastal safety and reliability as a
result.
The release of millions of gallons of oil into the Gulf
ecosystem was obviously going to have negative
implications for marine wildlife and natural vegetative
growth along coastal landscapes. Just how drastic the
effects are going to be, however, is still a question under
consideration almost seven years removed from the
tragedy. The result of the introduction of mass amounts
of crude oil onto Louisianan marshland ecosystems has
become a topic of scientific interest in the years
immediately following the explosion. Ecologists,
biologists, marine biologists, and oceanologists alike
have all researched and published on the Deepwater
Horizon spill and its subsequent environmental effects.
Studies have conclusively shown that, indeed, as a result
of the oil deposits placed directly on fragile marshland
ecosystems, the physical embodiment of the coast is
changing. A three-and-a-half-year study of vegetative
growth in the Barataria Bay, Louisiana marshlands
show that the introduction of crude oil into the
landscape either severely damaged potential growth of
various plant species, or halted it altogether. 12Although
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the authors note that some areas have recovereddemonstrating species-specific resilience-there also
exist areas where there have been little recovery,
suggesting potential longer term impacts (370). The
authors concluded that their research, "clearly shows
that the DWH oil spill severely impacted coastal salt
marsh vegetation, structure, function and recovery
along many heavily oiled shorelines in northern
Barataria Bay" (376). As a result of the loss of critical
vegetative species, the authors concluded that the
shoreline was therefore much more vulnerable to an
accelerated erosion process that would subsequently
have a greater effect on coastal recession and loss (370).
As a result of vegetative loss stemming from the
introduction
of crude
oil onto
marshland
environments, coastlines became much more
susceptible to erosive forces-and their loss is becoming
much more quickly noted.
The Deepwater Horizon oil explosion also had
adverse effects on marine wildlife populations relating
to their sexual productivity, growth, and subsequent
safety in regard to human consumption. Although the
genetic mutation of marine populations is not
necessarily relevant to changing ideas about Louisianan
coastlines, it further demonstrates changing attitudes
about the safety and livelihood of Gulf region as a
whole. An article published in the journal
Environmental Science and Technology in August 2013
explored the relationship between the oil spill and
possible effects on wildlife marine populations that
came into direct contact with surface level slicks. The
authors' findings suggest that organisms in contact with
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oil contaminated waters were at heightened risk for
DNA damage that could lead to genetic mutations or,
"heritable alterations to the community pangemone." 13
The organisms in question were primarily bacterial and
other single cell entities, with the authors noting that
mutagenic alterations may not become apparent in
higher level, more complex organisms for multiple
years. Despite mutation in more simple organisms,
however, the possibility for genetic mutation in higher
level species greatly altered coastal community attitudes
toward consuming fish from Gulf waters. Despite
scientific findings that strongly suggest marine
mutability and subsequent danger, Jane Lubchenco,
director of the NOAA (National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration) "surprisingly" claimed
just months after the spill that Louisianan fisheries were
safe for consumption. Despite such assurance, however,
Bob Canvar, a career oil industry employee, notes in his
book Disaster on the Horizon, that the only problem
with her statement was that nobody believed she was
telling the truth. 14 Such distortions in representation
coupled with potentially harmful effects from eating
seafood from the Louisianan region most certainly
contributed to changing attitudes coastal stability and
safety.
Aside from academic reports that scientifica11y
demonstrate that the Deepwater spill had various
negative effects for vegetative and marine wildlife
populations in Louisianan coastal waters, it's also
important to consider first-hand accounts of changing
environmental landscapes as a result of such. Louisiana
communities who had previously worked for BP and
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other oil companies stationed in the region eventually
noticed the visual and practical impact the spill had on
their environment. While investigating the region,
author Kael Alford noted broken down, abandoned
communities in which once domesticated, now wild,
horses were drinking from a local watering hole and
had, "adapted to drinking brackish water," as a result of
muddied waters that were never cleaned from the spill. 15
Furthermore, upon exploring the marshland region of
Pointe-aux-Chenes more extensively, Alford's local
guide noted that that a patch of open water they
encountered used to be, "marshland full of animals,
including mink, otter, muskrat, and deer" (143).
Though his guide noted the coastlines had been
deteriorating, more recent events had contributed to a
much less ecologically inclusive environment (143). So,
though scientific reports do hold weight, it is ultimately
significant, and also much more emotionally
stimulating, to note ways in which oil companies have
initially exploited communities of peoples who were
thereafter abandoned and left alone after disastrous and
monetarily costly events. Clearly, the visual
representation of coastlines was changing to local
populations who had known them for generations.
Environmental disasters have the ability to
significantly alter both individualistic and community
based identities of "place"-ways in which people and
therefore larger community bases fit into their
respective environments or landscapes. The Deepwater
Horizon spill provides a case study of exactly that.
Environmental place develops over generations but has
the ability to be changed both literally and figuratively
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overnight, depending on the severity of the disaster
under consideration. Vast amounts of research
dedicated to studying and analyzing place in the wake
of technically produced disasters suggests that
psychological stresses induced on both individuals and
the greater community undermine cohesiveness and
trust. 16 In the wake of the Deepwater explosion, the
same inevitably held true. As noted sociologist Kai
Erikson argues, the community is a living structure,
with individual actors preforming functions of cells so
as to ensure the survival of the organism (111). When
individuals cells begin to die, so too does the organism.
Therefore, distrust, resentment, and general animosity,
all factors that have potential to "kill" the figurative
organism, become major contributory factors in the
development of community disintegration. As a result
of this seemingly inevitably shift in coastal conceptions
and realities, attitudes of the coastline subsequently
shifted to become far more negative. One Louisianan
newspaper is especially telling of the shift in place and
attitudes of the Louisianan region, as a headline from
the Times-Picayune read in days following the spill''1'11 Never be The Same" (145).
An important and identifiable community along
Louisianan coastal landscapes are the Cajuns-a
culturally distinct group who originally descended from
the Acadians, the 13th_century French settlers of
Canada. After the Acadian expulsion by the British in
the Grand Derangement of 1755, they migrated south
and, with the assistance of Spanish land grants, settled
territories in Louisiana. 17 As a result, a strong Cajun
community developed-generation after generation-
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with culturally specific food, music, architecture, dance,
language, and even religion (WK9). A New York Times
article published by Martha Serpas in July 2010, only a
few months removed from the spill, demonstrated the
inherent cohesiveness amongst residents of one of
Louisiana's most identifiable communities. Serpas
herself, not of Cajun descent but having lived in Bayou
Lafourche for her entire childhood and adolescent life,
notes the familiarity of individuals within the
community, "Many extended Cajun families live in
clusters... A third cousin might as well be a sister"
(WK9). In this regard, the community, though not
necessarily immediate blood relatives, demonstrates
inherent closeness and familiarity with one another.
Resulting effects of the spill, however, tended to
disperse even the closest of communities and, as Mayer
et al. note in their 2015 article, tended to undermine the
social fabrics of communities. 18 The development of
Cajun culture, itself directly linked to bayou and coastal
waters, was therefore directly threatened by the
Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill. It is interesting to note,
however, that though Cajun residents were frustrated
with the rig explosion, there is an gratitude for the
presence of BP in the area. "No one can live here
without the wetlands," noted one Cajun resident of the
region, "No one can live here without the oil jobs
either." 19 Cajun livelihood is therefore directly linked to
BP operations in the area and, as a result, collectively,
Cajuns demonstrate a lessened attitudinal shift of
coastlines and place as a result of the spill. So, because
BP and other oil operations have provided the basis of
Cajun livelihood, there is, generally, a lessened
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emotional impact for this group in comparison to
communities and groups who are specifically
dependent on methods of livelihood directly affected by
the rig's explosion (i.e., fisheries, shrimping industries,
oyster harvesters). That is not to say, however, the
fabrics of the community were not disrupted or
displaced. In considering compensation resulting from
the spill, Meyer et al. suggest that even immediate
efforts tended to undermine community cohesiveness
and contributed to community corrosion via feelings of
jealousy, envy, and competition. 20 Their study, an
inclusive view of multiple communities affected by the
spill, surely in part included portions of close knit Cajun
populations. Therefore, it seems as if no community,
not even those closest with one another, were void of
communally corrosive feelings resulting from the
Deepwater explosion.
An important indicator of the changing attitudes of
the Louisianan coastline was the shift in confidence in
the economic structure of the region. Fishing, both
commercial and tourist, is obviously a massive part of
not only Louisianan coastal communities, but the
greater Gulf community as well. The closure of mass
amount of fisheries on the Louisiana coast severely
altered the economic landscape of the region, at least in
the short-term (146). A majority of fishermen who had
operated in the region were suddenly asked to redefine
their careers, seemingly overnight, and operate instead
as slick clean-up crews. Those that did were rewarded,
but those that did not have the technological
capabilities to do so ultimately collapsed (147). The spill
therefore ushered a changing fishing culture where
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fishing, ironically, was no longer at the forefront of the
industry's efforts. Even so, once the oil was partially or
entirely clean, there was no assurance that fishing would
still be a profitable industry. Therefore, the explosion
created the mass dispersion of career fishermen from
the region who, some of which, had come from families
who practiced the art for generations. The short-term
collapse of the Louisianan fishing industry surely
contributed to the changing attitudes of the Louisianan
coastline, as it was therefore seen as a less economically
practical and sustainable career investment, even for
those who had spent decades in the region.
One of the more notable impacts of the Deepwater
spill was the subsequent effect it had on the emotional
strength of Louisianan coastal citizens. As one New
Orleans resident responded in the wake of the oil spill,
"The oil spill may be the proverbial straw. We ARE
physically, financially, and emotionally exhausted"
(171). Indeed, the heightening sense of uncertainty
amongst coastal Louisiana residents was surely
widespread throughout the Gulf region. Even so, the
implication for further damage as a result of impending
hurricanes and other powerful weathering forces
created greater senses of anxiety for those who called
the region home. Survey responses of Gulf residents,
including those from Louisiana, Florida, and
Mississippi, indicated that a fair share of respondents
were sad and depressed as a result of the spill (173). The
Deepwater spill therefore had adverse effects on the
emotional stability of the region- shifting ways in which
people believed they could viably depend on the region
as a source of emotional stability. The oil spill also had
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adverse effects on familial structures. In an article
published in 2001, Mark Davis, an activist for The
Coalition to Restore Coastal Louisiana, related the
disappearing coastlines to deteriorating familial and
social structures: "It's something anyone can see. As
coastal Louisiana disappears, alcoholism increases.
Families break down. We project the loss of fifty
thousand jobs."2 1 In this context, I am relating casual,
non-technical coastline deterioration with processes
that accelerate such. Following the logic Davis is using,
if casual coastline recession causes familial breakdowns,
imagine the negative familial effects caused by the
introduction of mass amounts of oil to the
environment-a toxic substance that has been
scientifically proven to accelerate the coastal recession
process. Due to the Deepwater Horizon explosion,
emotional physiologies became disrupted-which
subsequently could have negative effects on familial and
or social relationships.
The Deepwater Horizon oil spill ushered in
changing attitudes about the malleability and safety of
coastlines hardest hit by the disaster. Pre-spill attitudes
of the Louisianan coastline, and of the Gulf of Mexico
in general, were relatively positive. Aside from regular
amounts of pollution that surely any coastline sees,
Louisiana was no different from the rest in that regard.
After the spill, however, with the subsequent spread of
unrefined oil throughout the Gulf Region, wildlife
populations, both marine and vegetative, were seriously
affected. As a result, the physical Louisianan coastline
ultimately changed, and there soon after, the attitudinal
change of residents living in coastal communities
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followed. Almost six years after, the residents of the
region are still feeling the economic and emotional
impacts. Devoted corporate funds have done little to
help re-establish a sense of coastal identity that had
taken generations to develop. It remains to be seen if
the Louisianan coastline will ever recover from one of
the worst environmental disasters in recent human
history, but if the Deepwater Horizon spill has taught
any lessons, it should be that manipulating the
environment for human profit can sometimes have
utterly disastrous effects.
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Chick Strand's Soft Fiction:
An Observation of Experience
Bridget Shaffrey
In the classic film narrative, "the ideological meaning
that woman has is for men. In relation to herself, she
means nothing. Women are negatively represented as
'not-man.' The 'woman-as-woman' is absent from the
text of the film." 1 Reduced under the voyeuristic male
gaze, women tend to be viewed not as independent
beings with independent experiences, but as tools used
to understand the expression of man. Classic cinema
constructs a particular ideological view of the female
reality and aspects of the female experience, such as
sexuality, emotion, and memory, are confined within
and explored in reaction to the male psyche; women
become object, not the person. However, there is
opposition. Feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey,
tackling scopophilia, argued against the role of women
in the classic cinematic function, instead advocating for
a "feminist counter cinema." 2 Characteristically avantgarde, feminist cinema should "free the look of the
camera into its materiality in time and space and the
look of the audience into dialectics and passionate
detachment" (26). Chick Strand's Soft Fiction
encompasses the rise of feminist narratives delineating
women from the masculine center and therefore
"freeing" women in cinema. Soft Fiction focuses on
"women-as-women" specifically, what shapes women.
Confronting and subverting the viewer's visual pleasure,
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Strand uses multiple genres, themes, and cinematography to provoke the audience to question and
challenge their voyeuristic-scopophilic gaze of women
in cinema.
Strand works to critique static views of women by
presenting multiple cinematic perspectives thereby
effectively deconstructing the single fetishistic
voyeuristic view of a woman on screen. "Castrating" the
linear, single narrative structure, Soft Fiction violates
conventional cinematic codes by evoking genres rather
than a single genre, multiple women rather than a single
woman, and evoking differing, and often times
conflicting, themes and messages that radicalize female
subjectivity. Allowing the range of topics explored in
the film to reach from positive to negative, exhilarating
to traumatizing, each topic and person illustrated
within that topic gives an intense and intimate insight
into the historical, cultural, emotional, and sexual
aspects of being a woman. Describing Soft Fiction, Paula
Rabinowitz analyzes the film, stating:
Chick Strand's Soft Fiction recirculates many of the
cliches about women's erotic and sexual fantasies
within its visual and sound tracks. Bring to focus
questions about the range of female sexuality and
fantasy, the modes of female address, the genre(s) of
women's stories, the form the female body as visual
spectacle and narrative subject, Soft Fiction dwells
between the borders of ethnography, documentary,
pornography, avant-garde and feminist countercinema.3
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Rabinowitz touches upon the dynamics at play in the
film. Specifically, Rabinowitz notes the multiple genres
at play. To argue that Soft Fiction conforms to any
single form is too derivative and simplistic, Rabinowitz'
review illustrates the film's refusal to be a representative
of one genre. Operating in a feminist theoretical
discourse, the film advocates for multiple forms as a
portrayal of the dynamic and fluid experience of
femininity as opposed to the single, rigid, and
suffocating structure that currently constructs the
ideological image of woman.
Rabinowitz uses the scene of a nude, young woman
making herself breakfast as an example of the
subversive intersection of genres. Stating that this
combination of the pornographic and the documentary
explores the baseness of womanhood, in this scene, the
indication of blatant sexuality, or exposure in the
woman's nudity. However, Strand portrays the woman
not as naked, but as natural. While appearing to offer
the woman to a voyeuristic gaze, the woman's actions
are not arousing, but powerfully human. Because the
woman is naked, in a classical function, she should exist
as an object of desire, however, she instead makes her
breakfast, cracks eggs, cleans up; the woman is riddling
the spectator's gaze by conflicting her sexual
presentation. Strand continues this subversion with
non-diegetic sound; Strand keys a background
narration explaining the sexual abuse the young woman
faced as a child at the hands of her grandfather and how
her exposure and trust in him has shaped her psyche.
The woman states when describing the experience, "It
scared me-it was too close and too strong ... I just
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wouldn't allow myself to be alone with him-jump out of
bed, feign sleep, all the typical tactics of female
avoidance-I learned them young-now I'm a master.
Pursued and captured, really captured cause there's no
way out." 4 Sex, therefore, does not yield a surplus of
pleasure, but operates traumatically, evoking the
woman as a symbol of resilience and experience and
helping the audience understand the challenges women
face.
This scene highlights the tendency for women in
Soft Fiction to become "exposed" to the penetrating
camera. However, this exposure works as a discursive
agent, instead using exposure as a method of
understanding an oppositional form of spectatorship.
Objective exposure is reconstructed into discursive
sexual exploration. This reconstruction is suggested in a
passage from Marsha Kinder's review of Soft Fiction in
Film Quarterly, "Although the content of these stories
could mark these women as victims the amazing thing
is that all emerge as strong survivors-partly because of
the way they perceive, interpret and recreate the
experiences for the camera." 5 Kinder articulates that
Strand focuses her camera on the subtle expressions of
the women's actions and words. Her camera placement,
choices in lighting, and the framing all work to focus
the audience's attention on the subtlety of emotion
while simultaneously deconstructing the voyeuristic,
placing themselves in a position of discomfort, and
exposing themselves to female reality.
Strand documents the exploration of exposure
through multiple perceptions and interpretations; some
of the film's scenes focus on the abuse of sexuality, some
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of it focuses on female enjoyment. However, the
message conveyed by both types of scenes is the same:
females are not sexual objects, but sex is part of the
female experience. This is exemplified in Strand's
scene interviewing a photographer in which, the
photographer recounts the sexual encounter she had
with one of her interviewees, a cowboy. This scene is
about deconstructing the shame that women innately
feel about having sexual desires while simultaneously
analyzing the power dynamic of hetero-normative
relationships. Rabinowitz states:
In this story, Strand and her informant manipulate
one of the privileged scenes of hard-core porn, the
blow job, evoking visceral reactions from the
audience members about the woman's status as a
"victim" ... sexuality in a woman always resulted in
shame and punishment. But in Soft Fiction, the
photographer returns to her pleasure and her power
(Rabinowitz, 106).
Through this exploration of a woman's sexual pleasure,
Strand explores a woman's enjoyment of sex independent of the standard. Rabinowitz, in her review, notes
that this scene presents a resistance to the social
standard of understanding a woman's sexuality through
a specific, patriarchal sense.
With regard to the audience's spectatorship, the
relationship that the audience forms with the women
displaces the patriarchal gazes. Chick Strand articulates
"the most incredible part of making the film was my
relationship to the women when they were talking and
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being on camera, and doing it knowing the result,
knowing that they would be on this big screen and a lot
of people, strangers, would see them. Them telling it on
camera acted as an exorcism." 6 In this way, the audience
begins to know each woman not as an object but as a
person. They become not only images on a screen, but
embodiments of feminine practice.
Elements of all documentary have issue with finding
the correct way to capture "truth" without idealizing
reality. According to Annette Smelik paraphrasing
Claire Johnston, "Feminist documentary should
manufacture and construct the 'truth' or women's
oppression, not merely reflect it." 7 Containing elements
of documentary, Soft Fiction enters this realm of
criticism. Particularly, the intimacy between each
woman and the audience raises questions: how much
are the women performing and how much is their
perceived performance just careful editing? Therefore,
can the audience explore the themes and the messages
authentically if some scenes are merely performances?
Marsha Kinder addresses these questions,
The title Soft Fiction works on several levels. It
evokes the soft line between truth and fiction that
characterizes Strand's own approach to
documentary ... Presumably these stories are true,
and yet the style of delivery, the tone of voice, the
structure of the narrative all raise questions in our
minds about how the material has been reworked,
revised, or censored for an audience (SO).
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Kinder points out that in the film's attempt to focus on
emotion and the trials of life, it has the potential to raise
questions about authenticity and focus. Questioning
whether the film is truly subversive, many argue that
while films such as Soft Fiction claim to oppose the
patriarchal gaze, they instead perpetuate it by
negotiating it through whiteness. Jane Chapman, a
critic of contemporary media, questions Strand's
authenticity and white focus:
She avoids the exotic other and the colonial
relationship by looking at her own culture of white,
middle-class film artists so that women can tell their
own story to their friend in her home, and decide
how they will be framed and how they will perform
for the camera. But this creates other tensions: is the
film merely narcissism masquerading as
ethnography? Narcissistic elements within
representation raise another question: the presence
of performance inevitable? 8
Chapman raises serious questions about the racial
hierarchies and racial neglect by white, feminist
filmmakers. However, while Strand undeniably denies
the voice of women of color, her film is still undeniably
authentic. The presence of performance cited by
Chapman undermines Strand's awareness of her
cinematic experiments and stylized production. Chick
Strand states in an interview with Kate Haug, "I like a
lot of movement. I like to make my own special effects. I
like to put the viewer in a position they would never be
in: really close in, for a length of time, like they're
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flitting around the feet of the dancers" (Haug, 117). We
can see that Strand is motivated by what she deems
important in terms of viewing. Maybe the performance
and authenticity of the film are not necessarily the
questions, but the answers to its foundation. What does
it mean to be female? Is not all femininity a
performance? According to Judith Butler, not only is
femininity a performance, but all gender: "gender
reality is performative which means, quite simply, that
it is real only to the extent that it is performed." 9 Thus,
to dictate what constitutes a performance and what
constitutes reality is difficult to dissect as reality is
arguably a performance. Can anything be completely
authentic with a camera in the room? Do we not
become more aware of our existence when art, film, or
literature draw our attention to it? One could argue that
a degree of performance goes into many scenes in Soft
Fiction, such as the homage to Maya Daren at the
beginning of the film. However, scenes such as the
woman recounting her addictions to drugs and love or
of the woman's account of the Nazis are clearly, deeply
authentic and direct. It is not that the audience should
not question the reality of the film, but how can one
dictate how another should feel or react to experiences
without living through those experiences ourselves?
This is the line that Chick Strand pushes. Regardless
of the validity of her stories, she interprets her footage
as the overwhelming sanctity of a woman's experience:
good or bad. This takes us back to her point that the
experiences of women are universally ignored both on
camera and in society. In her interview with Kate Haug,
Strand states, "[Soft Fiction] is a film about women who
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win ... What I mean by winning is that they don't
become victims, and they don't become survivors. They
carry on. They take responsibility for having had the
experience and carrying it off and dealing with it and
carrying on and becoming more potent, more powerful,
more of themselves" (114). This self-awareness is not
the goal for just the women in the film, but for the
audience as a whole. Cinema reduces the woman to an
object. But, by simultaneously being a film of feminist
opposition and forcing the audience members to
question the existence and experiences of these women,
members of the audience begin to understand the larger
framework at play. While she simultaneously ignores
the experiences of race, this should not exclude her
from attempting to engage in feminist discourse. No
film is without its faults, but if it is inherently working
to remedy some intrinsic lack of society, should we
discount its merit as a discursive tool? Instead, the
viewer should recognize this and then further aim to
amend those faults.
In conclusion, Soft Fiction raises important
questions about the problematic view of women in both
cinema and society. What does the film say about
existing within a culture dominated by what women are
supposed to feel and meant to do but not how they
actually feel and actually do? Furthermore, the film asks
the question: who are these women and why should I
make a connection with them? What purpose does this
film serve me? When asked these questions, the viewer
might remember Chick Strand's pertinent observation
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"I have no idea what my films mean when I'm doing
them. That is boring to me to figure out ... If I knew
what the meaning was, there would be no reason to do
it" (Haug, 110).
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Joyce and Intertextuality:
The Construction of Adolescent Identity in
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
Dante Fresse
The symbolic relationship seems to be the
remains and sign of an identity that once
existed.
-Sigmund Freud
In Roland Barthes' brilliant essay "From Work to Text," the
plurality of a text is distinguished from the singularity, or
presumed completeness, of a literary work. Barthes regards
the text as inherently indeterminable and shifting, predicating
this notion "not on the ambiguity of its contents but on what
might be called the stereographic plurality of its weave
of signifiers (etymologically, the text is a tissue, a woven
fabric)." ' As a text is always open to many possible
interpretations, it is always impossible to associate one textual
signifier with a stable, signified concept, or even an identity.
Thus, when a reader engages with a text, it is always through a
lens of subjectivity. One's relationship with an author's
language is never direct, or fixed; rather, it is almost always in
flux, changing with his or her private experiences, memories,
and fantasies. As such is the case, James Joyce is perhaps one
of the first modern novelists to truly explore the "textual"
nature of his own literature, the common, interwoven
histories of literary texts, and, consequently, the role that this
intertextuality plays in the formation of human identity.
Joyce's novel A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
functions as an intimate study of the ways in which one
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reads, interprets, and identifies with the symbolic
language of texts. Joyce uses the adolescent subjectivity
of Stephen Dedalus to demonstrate how one's strict
adherence to, or excessive identification with, textual
meaning can stagnate development in human identity.
In this essay, I will focus on Stephen's attempts to
personally identify with the rhetorical language and
mythologies of popular Romantic literature. By doing
so, I hope to demonstrate how these texts work to orient
his youthful desires around imagined, mythic identities,
creating a significant gap between his consciously
experienced and psychologically imagined conceptions
of selfhood. As Stephen's fantastic identities are based
on his textual interpretations of Alexandre Dumas and
Lord Byron, his desires are directed towards
conventionally heroic images of hyper-masculinity,
virility, and romance. However, when instances of
social
impotence,
linguistic
confusion,
and
misapprehension in everyday life clash with these
fantastic identities, Stephen experiences profound
moments of psychological frustration that complicate
or disorient his self-image. In this way, Joyce illustrates
the role of intertextual language in the construction of
human subjectivity, while simultaneously exposing the
psychical and physical conflicts that separate sensory
experience from linguistic representation. Such deep
insights are important in understanding how the
adolescent subject derives his or her own individual
conceptions of sexuality, identity, and selfhood from
within a cultural space that is dominated by the
generalizing influence of semiotic systems.
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Joyce walks his readers through this perplexing
exchange between reader and text by first
demonstrating the role that literature plays in the
construction of Stephen's earliest perceptions of
identity. In Stephen's infancy, Joyce is careful to
establish an immediate correlation between the
protagonist and his conscious identification with
surrounding textual signifiers. Through the myth of
"baby tuckoo," Stephen's infantile consciousness is able
to construct an understanding of selfhood.
Subsequently, this understanding of the text pins
Stephen's abstract subjectivity to a textual narrative that
establishes his position in the external world:
Once upon a time ... there was a moocow coming
down along the road and this moocow that was
coming down along the road met a nicens little boy
named baby tuckoo ...
He was baby tuckoo. The moocow came down
the road where Betty Burn lived: she sold lemon
platt. 2 (3)
These parallels established between the worlds of myth
and reality ("baby tuckoo" I Stephen; "Betty Burn" I
"moocow") suggest that Stephen's comprehension of
language is founded on self-reflexivity. In order to join a
linguistic signifier with a concrete signified image,
Stephen automatically anchors the abstraction of words
in familiar memories that either mirror or emulate the
signified concept. As such, Stephen's understanding of
language is mediated by his ability to pair symbolic
references with recognizable referents drawn from his
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experiences. Here, Joyce seems to be making an
important point on how the human mind naturally
organizes and interacts with language. Even in infancy,
reading is constituted by its critical relationship to
personal memory; and, as a result, Stephen's conscious
memories fulfill the signifier-signified relationship in a
manner similar to how one would solve a puzzle.
"Baby" Stephen's inborn ability to link the mythic
signifiers of "tuckoo" and "moocow" to the signified
concepts of his experienced reality-namely, himself
and Betty Bum's residence-implies the existence of a
symbiotic relationship between private subjectivity and
common language.
However, during instances in which Stephen's
subjectivity is unable to attach a sensed experience to a
linguistic signifier, the protagonist becomes limited by a
partial meaning of the language. Such a situation occurs
when Dante ominously warns Stephen that "eagles will
come and pull out his eyes" if he doesn't "apologize" for
an unspecified crime (Portrait, 4). In an effort to
provide a context for this new sensation, Stephen's
perturbed imagination designs a disturbing poem that
interprets Dante's obscure phrase through the rhythmic
play, musical transfiguration, and textural manipulation
oflanguage: "Pull out his eyes, I Apologize I Apologize I
Pull out his eyes. I ... I Apologize,/Pull out his eyes, I
Pull out his eyes, I Apologize." The stylistic modifications can be seen as Stephen's troubling attempts to
create a signified concept for this foreign signifier.
Initially, while this act may appear trivial, it serves as the
antecedent to a much more serious problem that will
occur later in the novel-once Stephen has both
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intellectually and physically matured. I perceive this
poem as Stephen's first simulacrum, or an image or
symbol that stands in place of a signifier that bears no
real referent. Thus, the absence of an experiential
referent prevents Stephen from grounding his linguistic
understanding in his physical reality. Through this
inorganic method of interpreting language, Stephen
learns to read text through the veiled and symbolic
lenses of signifier chains, creating rifts between the
protagonist's psychological and physical perceptions of
reality.
As Stephen enters adolescence, Joyce expands the
authority of his intertextual interpretations by imposing
mythic narratives and romanticized language onto the
protagonist's early conceptions of sexuality and desire.
Through both Dumas's The Count of Monte Cristo and
Lord Byron's poetry, Stephen is able to construct an
idealized, masculine identity that draws from literary
images of heroism, virility, and chivalry. Furthermore,
Stephen's psychological developments complement his
growing social and spatial independence within the city
of Dublin. Through Stephen's identification with
fantastic identities, he is able to transform Dublin's
dilapidated urban reality into a romanticized and
mythical space. Stephen's intellectual development
during this period also contextualizes his growing
frustration
within
a
disappointing
domestic
environment. Through the textual intercourse of
various discursive environments (fantasy novels,
poems, conversations), Stephen learns to artificially
cope with daily life in Dublin.
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Spending much of his time alone, or in the presence
of adults, Stephen learns to establish himself
independently in the urban setting of Dublin through
his relationships with surrounding discourses and
textual signifiers. Stephen often lends "an avid ear" to
discussions "of Irish politics, of Munster and of the
legends of [his] own family" when accompanying his
elders into public houses or blackened alleyways
(Portrait, 64). While the concepts discussed in these
conversations oftentimes remain completely alien to
Stephen's young mind, he nonetheless responds to these
complicated situations with a keen desire to master
language: "Words which he did not understand he said
over and over to himself till he had learned them by
heart: and through them he had glimpses of the real
world that was about him" (Portrait, 64). Thus, Stephen
extracts meanings from "words which he did not
understand" through the repetition and manipulation
of language, attempting to draw intrinsic meaning from
various textures of words. In this case, signified
concepts are formed through a series of signifier chains,
creating a distance between Stephen's personal
interpretation of language and the actual meanings of
these words. By viewing these vague symbols as
"glimpses of the real world," Stephen creates a gap
between his physical and mental realities, barring
himself from sensed experience. As a result, Stephen's
mind is drawn to the language of adults, attending to
imagined sensations or scenarios that he has yet to
encounter:
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The hour when he too would take part in the life of
that world seemed drawing near and in secret he
began to make ready for the great part which he felt
awaited him, the nature of which he only dimly
apprehended. (Portrait, 64)
As Stephen extends these psychogenic fantasies to
his private life, the protagonist's idealized conceptions
of reality begin to be shaped around the textual material
with which he identifies. Through Dumas's The Count
of Monte Cristo, Stephen's self-perception, sexual
identity, and experienced reality all become anchored in
his identification with the text's mythic characters and
their chimerical experiences. And through these various
identities and situations, Stephen pursues quixotic
visions of selfhood that are modeled after the conduct
of literary heroes. As such, the reader may interpret
Stephen's strong identification with Dumas's protagonist, Edmond Dantes, as an attempt to concentrate
the abstractions of masculine identity in a stable model
of male heroism:
.. .in his imagination he lived through a long train of
adventures, marvelous as those in the book itself,
towards the close of which there appeared an image
of himself, grown older and sadder, standing in a
moonlit garden with Mercedes who had so many
years before slighted his love, and with a sadly
proud gesture of refusal, saying:
- Madam, I never eat muscatel grapes.
(Portrait, 65)
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As the rhetoric of this passage suggests, Stephen views
his imagined adventures as metaphorical journeys
through Dumas' s textual language. By traversing
through the language of these textual passages, Stephen
hopes to discover a perfected "image of himself' in the
figure of Dantes. As such, Dantes's solemn manner and
traditional chivalry become the foundational features of
Stephen's identification with masculinity. In Stephen's
mind, even the "proud gesture of refusal" towards
Mercedes operates as a quintessential example of
masculine strength and virility, rather than an archaic
display of male hubris or chauvinism. In stark contrast
to the psychologically paralyzed adults that pollute
Stephen's personal life, Dantes's mythic identity
presents the protagonist with a paradigm for manhood.
Arguably, however, the protagonist's strict adherence to
Dantes's constructed, textual identity creates a
fundamental confusion in Stephen's psychological
understanding of human selfhood.
To escape his domestic problems, Stephen transforms the mythic settings and scenarios of Dumas's text
into places of psychological relief and emotional
stability. Mr. Dedalus's recent unemployment, excessive
drinking and consequential familial negligence, and
financial inability to support his son's schooling
effectively dissociates Stephen from his father's paternal
image. Estranged from any concrete figure of male
guidance, the beatific figure of Mercedes becomes an
identifiable signifier of Eros, anchoring Stephen's
budding sexual desires and conceptions of manhood in
an idealized image of femininity. As such, Stephen finds
more pleasure in "brooding" upon the fantastic image
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of Mercedes than in engaging socially with peers or
fellow youths:
He returned to Mercedes and, as he brooded upon
her image, a strange unrest crept into his
blood ... The noise of children at play annoyed him
and their silly voices made him feel, even more
keenly than he had felt at Clongowes, that he was
different from others ... He wanted to meet in the
real world the unsubstantial image which his soul so
constantly beheld. (Portrait, 67)
Here, Joyce forges a link between Stephen's conceptions
of human intimacy and the ethereal signifier of
Mercedes. As Stephen begins to isolate himself from
social groups and physical activity, it becomes clearer
that his psychological distinctions between textual
fantasy and everyday reality are eroding. Rather than
interacting with girls of his own age, he waits to "meet
in the real world the unsubstantial image" that possesses
his soul. Ultimately, however, Stephen's desirous
passions do not seek the love or affection of a woman;
rather, he hopes to become radically "transfigured" into
a figure of manhood through the possession of an
idealized female object. Stephen's desire for Mercedes
can be better understood through the theoretical lens of
Slavoj Zizek's essay "Courtly Love, Or Woman as
Thing." In his imaginative analysis of courtly love,
Romantic tradition, and masculine desire, Zizek notes
how the literary reverence of the female image has
served as a filter through which masculine desires can
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be streamlined and safely projected onto de-humanized,
highly eroticized figures:
The idealization of the Lady, her elevation to a
spiritual, ethereal ideal is to be conceived as a
strictly secondary phenomenon whose function is to
render her traumatic dimension invisible ... [In this
case,] the place of the Lady-Thing is originally
empty: she functions as a kind of black hole around
which the subject's desires are constructed.3
In this way, Stephen believes that the material
acquisition of a Mercedes-like figure will help him to
assume his "heroic" identity and free him from the
"weakness and timidity and inexperience" that
characterizes his boyish frustrations and insecurities
(Portrait, 67).

To discredit Stephen's juvenile aspirations, Joyce
illustrates how such a situation as this can become
psychologically traumatic when the events of ordinary
reality work to shatter quixotic expectations prevalent
in one's mental life. At times where Stephen's "heroic"
identity is tested by women in everyday social
situations, his imagined sense of agency immediately
transforms itself into crippling psychological inertia.
When recalling an encounter with Eileen on the tram,
Stephen notes how:
now, as then, he stood listlessly in his place,
seemingly a tranquil watcher of the scene before
him. "She too wants me to catch hold of her, he
thought. That's why she came with me to the tram. I
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could easily catch hold of her when she comes up to
my step: nobody is looking. I could hold her and
kiss her."
But he did neither: and, when he was sitting
alone in the deserted tram, he tore his ticket into
shreds and stared gloomily at the corrugated
floorboard. (Portrait, 73)
Through the inability to act upon his sexual desires in
reality, Stephen's fantasized identity forcibly comes
face-to-face with its own artificiality. His inability to
"catch hold of' Emma in an act of wild passion has
dissociated Stephen's personal identity from the heroic
image of Dantes and left the protagonist in a state of
psychological abjection. For Stephen, this seemingly
trivial instance of social failure proceeds to generate
intense feelings of inadequacy, frustration, and
disappointment. Stephen has been transformed from a
"hero" into a passive, "tranquil watcher" of his own
daily experience. Through this disjunction, Stephen is
forced to confront the inherent divide that ultimately
separates the bold gestures of his imagined self-image
from the diffidence that contextualizes his everyday
conduct. This grim realization creates a contentious
deadlock between Stephen's two opposing conceptions
of selfhood, one pole being drawn from textual fantasy
and the other from empirical knowledge.
Afterwards, in an effort to relieve the tension of this
psychological deadlock, Stephen's mind escapes into
deeper delusions, once again seeking to reaffirm his
idealistic identity through the instruments of language.
Following his sexual failures with Eileen at the hotel
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grounds, Stephen finds himself, "the next day ... at his
table in the bare upper room for many hours" (Portrait,
73). In an attempt to combat his psychological inertia,
Stephen decides to compose a Romantic poem-titling
it with his muse's name, mirroring "the collected poems
of Lord Byron," Lord Byron existing as a hypermasculine figure in the imagination of the time. Rather
than pursue his desires through social engagements,
Stephen once again escapes into the permeable world of
text. Drawn into this new act of poetic composition,
Stephen aspires to usurp a new authorial identity that
will also grant him a command over the volatile realms
of reality and language. Yet-in spite of these
attempts-after completing the work, Stephen notes
how the contents of his creation bear no resemblance to
his actual experiences: " ... all these elements which he
deemed common and insignificant fell out of the scene.
There remained no trace of the tram itself nor of the
trammen nor of the horses: nor did he or she appear
vividly" (Portrait, 74). This fundamental disconnect
between Stephen's artistic creation and his lived
experience exposes his own futile attempts to command
language through non-experiential signifiers. Unable to
render palpable his disappointing encounter with
Eileen, Stephen's poetry falls back to familiar rhetoric
found in romantic poetry. Only harnessing vague
images from romantic myths, Stephen writes generally
about anonymous "protagonists as they stood in silence
beneath the leafless trees and when the moment of
farewell had come the kiss" (Portrait, 74).
Stephen's own memories, impressions, and
thoughts remain completely absent from the poetic
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language he has composed. The impersonality and
emotional vacuity of Stephen's composition is
paralleled by the enigmatic and "undefined sorrow
... hidden in the hearts of [his] protagonists" (Portrait,
74). Stephen's characters bear no traits of their creator;
rather, they are hollow signifiers that reference the
unknown
impressions
of
Stephen's
literary
predecessors. Despite his ambition, Stephen's poem
simply exists as another simulacrum. As such, the
delicate mirror into the mind that good poetry provides
remains opaque in Stephen's case. In a desperate
attempt to penetrate the thick opacity of his exterior
form, Stephen breaks away from his feigned poetry and
gazes "at his face for a long time in the mirror of [his
mother's] dressingtable" (Portrait, 74). The emptiness
of this reflection functions as an allusion to Stephen's
own search for wholeness of being and as a symbolic
gesture to his fears, insecurities, ontological confusions,
and fundamental inability to construct a coherent
identity through experience or text.
Stephen's attempts at unifying his fragmented
subjectivity continue throughout Joyce's novel. At the
conclusion of the adolescent episode, there emerges a
moment of bitter cynicism as Stephen's "epic" quest to
find Mercedes leads him through the dark, dirty depths
of Dublin's underbelly and into the arms of a local
prostitute. Accordingly, Stephen's impressions in this
urban space are contextualized by fear and his actions
are motivated by "some dark presence moving
irresistibly upon him from the darkness." This
impetuous desire is fueled only by Stephen's ominous
wish "to sin with another of his kind" (Portrait, 106).
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The heroic escapades that once filled his boyish
daydreams have fled from this demonic presence which
seems to have imbued Stephen with a cruel and lustful
energy. From a historical context, these descriptions of
psychological anguish and alienation encourage a clever
comparison between the extravagant myths of
Romanticism and the disturbed textual world of
Modernism. The last image of this chapter, of Stephen
"in her arms ... caressed slowly, slowly, slowly" serves as
a sublime contrast to a bygone tradition of romantic
rhetoric and self-serving chivalry (Portrait, 108).
Stephen has not found a signified referent for Mercedes;
rather he has indulged in the complete negation of her
image. Stephen's fantastic dreams and various identities
all surrender to this one moment as the Nietzschean
abyss of humanity becomes realized through "the dark
pressure of her softly parting lips" (Portrait, 108).
Inevitably, Stephen's modern quest for identity,
meaning, and purpose within his fragmented reality
persists beyond this adolescent episode, continuing
indefinitely as a perennial flux in and out of textual
languages and cultural spaces. Thus it is through
Stephen's inability to escape from this ever expanding
web of fantasy and language that Joyce has illustrated
the diabolical workings of psychological paralysis; it
exists as a scornful and distant relative of desire,
tormenting the soul and crippling the rehabilitative
potentials of the present.
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The Evolution of Protestant Art:
Works by Lucas Cranach the Elder
and Albrecht Diirer
Nicole Adams

Art in Europe was only understood through the
Catholic faith until the sixteenth century. Art was
involved with parts of Catholicism that Martin Luther
(1483-1546), the earliest and strongest voice of the
Reformation, rejected in his doctrine of reform. Art was
a byproduct of what Luther considered to be the
Catholic Church's corruption. The development of new
Christian sects during the sixteenth century was
mirrored in the evolution of religious art. The
development of Protestant art is preserved within the
paintings and prints of two great German masters:
Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472-1553) and Albrecht
Diirer (1471-1528). Art survived the Reformation
because Protestant panel paintings became a reflection
of patrons' religious sentiments as new biblical content,
often with polemical overtones, was explored in support
of Lutheran doctrine. The trend of giving paintings
polemical overtones progressed into fully-fledged
polemic prints with "us-versus-them" compositions
that furthered the spread of the Lutheran doctrine.
Before Protestant art could thrive, the role of the
patron in Germany had to change. The Catholic
tradition of art being funded, and thus controlled, by
the clergy is contrasted by the German burghers
funding religious art instead. 1
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The class consisting of wealthy middle-class citizens
with political influence habitually collected relics prior
to commissioning panel paintings. The custom of
cherishing relics continues today, however in preReformation Germany, collecting relics was a public
demonstration of status and wealth that was intended as
an act of religious piety. Collecting was strategic for all
elite rulers because having a large collection of relics
raised one's rank and showed a "God-given legitimacy
of... earthly reign." 2 As competition to promote elite
political and religious status in Germany grew, leaders
amplified their prestige through commissioned books,
many by Cranach and Diirer, advertising their holy
collections to a larger public.
The notable competition in relics between the
Elector of Saxony, Freiderich the Wise (1463-1525) and
Cardinal Albrecht von Brandenburg (1490-1545) in the
early sixteenth century fueled Luther protests against
the Catholic Church. The Elector had a well-known
castle church in Wittenberg with more than 5,000 relics,
which grew in size due to his rivalry with Cardinal
Albrecht von Brandenburg. 3 The Elector's annual
display ofrelics took place on All Saints Day in 1517. To
protest this habit, Martin Luther allegedly posted his
Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences to
the Wittenberg church doors that same day (34).
Luther's Ninety-Five Theses, as they came to be known,
shamed the practice for its "excessive number of
indulgences attached to the veneration of holy relics,
which had made pilgrimage a profitable business
enterprise" (34). Luther was more concerned with the
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unjust practice of indulgences, but it is important to
recognize the direct connection relics had to the overa11
practice of indulgences. As an early supporter of Luther,
Freiderich the Wise ceased his collecting in 1520 in
response to Luther's Ninety-Five Theses. His competitor received a copy of the Ninety-Five Theses in a
letter and ignored Luther's protests.
Luther found this practice of idolatry heinous and
threatened the Cardinal once again. On December l,
1521, Luther sent him Wider den Abgott zu Halle
protesting the idolatry in Ha11e, the location of his
display of relics (35). During the Reformation, Luther
was cautious of the damages religious images could
cause. Luther understood that the majority of the laity
did not have "the belief that some emanation or even
part of the sacred is immanent in a work of art" as he
stated in his Sermon on Good Works in 1520.4 Luther
preached that there were two types of idolatry, exterior
and interior. Interior idolatry, the "idols which every
person has in his or her heart," combined with exterior
idolatry, which was the cult of images being "the desire
to gain salvation through endowing images and
sculptures" was incredibly dangerous to the faith (6-7).
Luther connected idolatry with the "social cost of art."
His thirty-first thesis explained that "the first and main
[good deed] is to help a beggar or one's neighbor in
need ... even at the cost of interrupting the construction
of churches or. .. collection of contributions and offerings for the purchase of liturgical vessels or church
decorations" (6-7). According to Luther, it was unChristian to focus on decorating a church instead of
helping those in need.
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The true scale of these relic collections was recorded
in books known as Heiltumsbucher. 5 These printed
guides were created to advertise the collections to the
public in order to influence the laity's travels and
promote buying indulgences in order to pray before the
relics. Friedrich the Wise's collection was recorded in
Wittenberger Heiltumsbuch, printed by the Elector's
court artist, Lucas Cranach the Elder, in 1509 (19). The
Cardinal Brandenburg had Wolf Traut (1486-1520)
illustrate the Hallesches Heiltumsbuch in 1520. Lucas
Cranach the Elder created a double portrait of Friedrich
and his brother Johann I, the Constant (1468-1532).
The portrait shows Friedrich holding a rosary, which
would be used in private devotion to the Virgin Mary. 6
This religious detail is evidence of the religious piety he
wanted to have portrayed. Brandenburg commissioned
Albrecht Diirer to create his portrait. This example
displayed religious piety to a further extent as
Brandenburg is shown in profile wearing the traditional
clothing of a Cardinal regalia with the inclusion of a
cardinal's hat within his coat of arms. The end of these
books detailed the total indulgences a visitor would
gain, given that they paid the set donation, from
praying to the relics on display.
Luther rid Germany of a tradition central to
Catholicism, creating public doubt and conversation
regarding the continuation of Catholicism in Germany.
This gave Diirer a chance to historically alter the role of
the artist. In 1526, his politically based selfcommissioned painting proved that art could be created
to represent the religious view of an independent artist.
Diirer had accepted Protestantism by 1519 and he
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praised Luther's theology in his personal writings quite
dramatically.7 Only two years before his death, Diirer
was so compelled by the rise of theological imitators
sparked by Luther's bravery that he warned the
Nuremberg City council of the many rising false
prophets when he presented them with his painting,
The Four Holy Men, and an attached letter describing
his fears.
The subject is taken from the New Testament and
the four holy men represented are Saint John the
Evangelist, Saint Peter, Saint Mark, and Saint Paul.
Saint John the Evangelist holds an open bible. Art
historian Ludwig Grote explains that in the painting the
depicted bible held by Saint John the Evangelist shows
an opening line in the German translation by Luther,
"Im Anfang war das Wort (In the beginning there was
the Word)." 8 Standing behind him is Saint Peter, who
holds the key to the kingdom of heaven. This
arrangement of figures references the Lutheran ideology
that personal devotion, represented by the bible, is the
only path to salvation, signified by the key. On the right,
Saint Paul holds a book and sword and Saint Mark
behind him holds a scroll. The book and scroll refer to
their writings in the New Testament, including the
phrase by Saint Paul, "the just shall live by faith alone
(Romans 1:17)." This phrase inspired a great deal of
Luther's doctrine. Below the saints, Diirer inscribed
several passages of their biblical writings from Luther's
first 1522 edition of the New Testament (183). The
introduction to these biblical passages is a warning
authored by Diirer (183). Including this inscription on
the panel kept Diirer's warning permanent for the
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Council as a constant reminder not to be misguided by
false prophets.
Diirer's fear of false prophets arose out of the chaos
during when Martin Luther was sent into hiding. 9 In
1521, without Luther's guidance in Wittenberg, his
followers began a spree of iconoclastic events. Andreas
Bodenstein von Karlstadt and other radical peers had
influenced Luther's followers in his absence. Through
fundamentalist structure, literature, and promotion,
they were led to believe that art had no place in the
church and thus had to be destroyed in order to ensure
their communities' salvation. Just months before
Luther's return to Wittenberg it was clear that a "split
took place between the institutionalized, official
Reformation, and the 'radical Reformation' (as George
H. Williams called it)" (12).
After the split of the Reformation was solidified, the
Anabaptist group arose. They believed that infant
baptism was "a glaring example of the empty
ceremonialism that distracted the laity from a genuine
experience of the Holy Spirit."10 Instead these
Anabaptists believed in adult baptism as a ceremony
"handed down from Christ and the apostles, to be
literally observed" (I: 32). Luther did want reform in the
field of unnecessary religious ceremonies. However he
did not agree with the Anabaptists' beliefs on infant
baptism. This inspired Lucas Cranach the Elder to paint
the theme Christ Blessing the Children. Though this is
one of Cranach's well preserved paintings of this theme,
it is not the first to display his support for Lutheran
doctrine.
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The first painting of Christ Blessing the Children was
completed in 1537, which is the year most surviving
examples are dated.11 Ewa Wilkojc, Chief Curator at the
W awel Royal Castle in Krakow, explains that there are
"four main compositional motifs: the figure of Christ,
mothers with babies, slightly older children , and the
apostles-witness to the event" in each painting of the
subject. 12 Christ serves as the axis of each work and is
flanked by the apostles, mothers, and children. As in
most works, this inscription accompanying the scene is
painted above the individuals' heads painted on top of
the dark background. The inscription is in the
vernacular language, German, and reads, "Suffer the
little children to come unto me and forbid them not: for
such is the kingdom of God" (Mark 10:14). 13 Adding an
inscription supported Luther's belief of removing
intercessors between the worshiper and God by quoting
scripture directly in the vernacular, instead of printing
it in traditional Latin.
This subject had not been portrayed in religious art
before. The subject was chosen to support Luther's
rebuttal to the Anabaptists with his key reading of a
Gospel passage that proved the God's approval of infant
baptism (103). Due to the radical Reformation, Christ
Blessing the Children became an infamous subject of
Protestant art. In total there are thirty-four works
identified as Christ Blessing the Children by Lucas
Cranach the Elder, Lucas Cranach the Younger, and the
workshop. 14
A pendant painting is attached by hinges to one of
the Christ Blessing the Children paintings, attributed to
Lucas Cranach the Younger in 1547. The attached
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painting is Christ and the Adulteress. The composition
mirrors the pendant picture. Christ, holding the arm of
the adulteress, serves as the axis of the picture and is
flanked by the angered Pharisees holding stones. The
inscription is painted in the same manor, but reads, "He
that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone
at her" (John 8:7) (101). Unlike Christ Blessing the
Children, this theme had appeared in Christian artwork
prior to the Reformation. Additionally this theme is not
exclusively Protestant as art historian Carl C.
Christensen from the University of Colorado at Boulder
notes the "existence of later paintings of the same
subject by such artists as Tintoretto, Rubens, and
Poussin." 15 The theme was an aspect of older
Christianity that Luther embraced because of the lesson
from Mathew 7:1, "judge not, that ye be not judged,"
which this work represents. 16
Luther's theme of forgiveness is represented in the
earlier Protestant work by Lucas Cranach the Elder,
Allegory of the Law and the Gospel; the first
representation of the subject was created in 1529. This
theme is highly polemical as it references biblical
context in order to support the Protestant doctrine. The
composition of the picture is divided down the center
by a tree, symbolizing the biblical Tree of Knowledge of
Good and Evil and the Tree of Life, which is shown as
dead on the left and living on the right. 17 The left side of
the work shows scenes associated with "the Law." The
far-reaching middle ground shows the Hebrew
Encampment in the Wilderness and the Brazen Serpent
with the Temptation of Adam and Eve in front of it.
Christ as the Judge is represented far above the earth on
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the left. The left foreground shows four Old Testament
prophets; Moses holds the Ten Commandments, next
to the naked man who is the representation of every
individual under "the Law." The prophets stand next to
the figures of death and a devil that point the man
towards the path to hell.
The contrasting right side represents "the Gospel,"
which is the Protestant doctrine. The right side has the
same naked man in a position of prayer, who is shown,
by St. John the Baptist, how Christ died for man's sins.
Above the crucified Christ is the resurrected Christ
pointing up towards the heavens. The right side shows
the Christian concept of God's forgiveness. Below the
divided scene is an inscription from the bible, again in
the vernacular. Similar to the other panel paintings
discussed here, this theme was popular among Lutheran
supporters because it forcefully represented the main
ideas of Lutheran doctrine (125). The comparative of
Catholicism versus Protestantism theme of this polemic
painting was successfully used in many propaganda
prints during the Reformation as it elegantly displayed
an "us-versus-them" mentality, in hopes of convincing
much of the laity to embrace the Protestant doctrine.
As a continuation of the "us-versus-them" contrast,
the woodcut polemical print The Difference Between the
True Religion of Christ and the False Idolatrous
Teaching of Antichrist, in its Principal Features was
created. Though this work is lacking a signature, it is
attributed to Lucas Cranach the Younger and thought
to be dated ca. 1545 to ca. 1550. 18 This print shows a
comparison of the ways to salvation, favoring the
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Protestant traditions and demonizing the Catholic
practice.
In this print, instead of a tree dividing the
composition, the divider is a Corinthian column to
which two pulpits are attached, creating the setting of a
church. The drama of the right side begins with God
"showering the earth with fires of divine wrath" from
the sky with Saint Francis unable to intercede, showing
the uselessness of saints (82). Just below the saint there
is a parade around a pilgrimage church that carries a
banner of a saint. Slightly to the right of the parade a
dying man is becoming a monk to ensure a path to
heaven. Another monk conducts the congregation,
standing in the pulpit and preaching a sermon that is
whispered into his ear by a demon. The inscription
above him tells the viewer that the practices on the left
side are some of the many easy ways to get into heaven
in the Catholic faith (82). Notice the private mass and
how the priest gives the sermon with his back to the
men. Luther had disapproved of this way of saying mass
in his early sermons. 19 The lower right shows the Pope
selling indulgences with the famous jingle inscribed,
"Whilst the coin still rings, the soul to heaven
springs."20 The left side shows an infant baptism
supporting Luther's opposition against the Anabaptists.
Martin Luther preaches from the left side pulpit
directly from the bible as the Holy Spirit in the form of
a dove flies above him. Luther's pulpit inscription reads,
"All the prophets attest to this, that there is no other
name under heaven ... by which we must be saved. Acts
4:10." From his hand a banderole extends to heaven
with an inscribed text that reads, "Behold this is the
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Lamb of God" as the banderole passes the paschal lamb
who holds the victory banner for Christ's Resurrection.
The banderole continues, "I am the way," as it
encounters a figure of Christ as the Man of Sorrows.
Finally the last text connects to God the Father and
reads, "There is only one mediator" (81). In the
foreground there is crucifixion and in front of it the
Eucharist of both kinds is being served to the laity.
By this time, Luther's opinion about the Eucharist
was well known to the public. He preached his
understanding of the Eucharist from 1521 to 1528.
Luther's sermons were part of his Invocavitpredigten, a
series of "sermons for the first Sunday of Lent."2 1 He
had strongly agreed with Catholic doctrine that Christ's
body was present in the Eucharist because Christ said
that to be so. A historian from Indiana University,
Thomas J. Davis, remarks that the most historic
moment of Luther's teaching of the Eucharist was in
1529, "at Marburg ... when Luther chalked out on the
table 'Hoc est corpus meum' -this is my body."22 This
concept was later refined to the understanding that the
bread and wine are, "tokens of the Word, it is the Word
itself that creates a true presence of Christ in the
sacrament" (327). Luther broke from the Catholic
tradition in this way and in his doctrine on how the
Eucharist should be served. The Catholic Eucharist
ceremony does not serve the wine from the chalice to a
layperson. Luther instead believed that, "partaking of
both kinds was not a sin ... neither should it be made
into a new law" (326). Luther believed the individual
was entitled to the choice of receiving either one or both
kinds, but making it a law that the laity must take both
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would be an offense to God. The subject of the Last
Supper became popular in Protestant art because of
Luther's sermons.
Albrecht Diirer created his woodcut of the Last
Supper in 1523. This woodcut is copied from a drawing
that was part of a series created from 1520 to 1523.23
The drawing in the series is a typical representation of
the Last Supper theme; it shows Jesus announcing the
betrayal by Judas, but the woodcut represents
something different; it shows "Jesus's announcement of
the New Commandment at the Last Supper" (579). The
New Commandment features the concept of Christian
love and was an important subject in Luther's early
Reformation writings (581). David Price explains that
departure of theme from the drawing to woodcut is
important as it shows Diirer's personal opinion about
the contemporary theological debates.
Price believes that "the image has been understood
as an expression of Protestant utraquism, an
endorsement that the laity receive the Eucharist in both
forms, the contested form being the cup, which was not
offered to the laity in Catholic services" (579).
Supporting this interpretation, Diirer's foreshortened
table ensures that the chalice is the main object in the
scene. The placement of the other Eucharist symbols,
the bread and pitcher, on the floor "represents Luther's
view that Mass is not sacrificial for the rather dubious
reason that sacrificial lamb of Passover is not on it"
(580). Diirer successfully expresses the Eucharist
theology that he most agrees with through imagery.
Price emphasizes that the composition is based on
John 13ff, "the only Gospel account that records the
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departure of Judas from the table in the 'Upper Room'
(Judas is no longer present at the scene in the woodcut)
and Christ's long speech to the remaining eleven
disciples, with its proclamation of the New
Commandment" (580). The woodcut based on this
passage leaves out the moment of the Eucharist.
According to Price, this is an innovation in art history.
Similar to Cranach's representations of Christ Blessing
the Children and Diirer's Four Apostles, the literature
and theology of the Reformation sparked a creative
expression of the artists' opinions about religious
affairs.
A later work of 1547, Lucas Cranach the Eider's
Wittenberg Altarpiece, also expresses his theological
opinions. Housed in the Wittenberg City Church, the
large triptych was "a commission of the city
congregation in its communal form." 24 This was a
change from the single wealthy patron commissioning a
work to a community displaying their acceptance of the
work. This work depicts the moment of betrayal during
the Last Supper. Cranach shows his allegiance to
Protestantism through portraits of contemporaries in
the guise of saints. Carl C. Christensen notes that, "the
unmistakable portrait of Luther as the disciple who
accepts the cup of wine from the servant, perhaps an
allusion to the Lutheran doctrine of communion in
both kinds" ( 139-40). Unlike previous depictions of the
Last Supper, Cranach includes the paschal lamb
"reflecting the seriousness with which the reformers
took the scriptural message" (140). Cranach's work
displaying a direct relationship with scripture was
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important for Protestants because they disapproved of
intercessors like saints and the Catholic hierarchy.
Cranach's altarpiece shows the church from the
perspective of a worshiper which then "dissimulates its
belonging to the parish church by marking and at the
same time cancelling sacred space." This artistic choice
again supports Luther's additional opinions about the
Eucharist. Luther believed that Christ is omnipresent
and literally present in the bread and wine. Luther
therefore, "also rejected claims-central to the Roman
Church's salvific pretenses-to the sacrality of places
and institutions" because he thought of Christ as a
'ubiquitous' entity."25
The conversation surrounding religious art during
the early 1500s is emulated by the period's leading
character's own words, "man is 'simul iustus et simul
peccator' (simultaneously a sinner and simultaneously
just)." 26 The purpose of art wavered between a new
means of representing religious messages for the laity as
well as a way of enticing the public with relics to
purchase salvation through indulgences. Lucas Cranach
the Elder and Albrecht Diirer gave religious art this new
purpose and gave the Reformation a creative voice.
Their prints spread the Lutheran doctrine to the public
and glorified the new branch of Christianity. In order
for a creative outlet to survive, like religious art,
sometimes it is necessary to infuse the works with
politics and chaos of the changing times. As
Protestantism diverged from the Catholic message, the
relevance of art depended on its adaptability to
represent the social outcry for change.
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A Great American Novelist
Tom Bonan
W. H. Auden once wrote in the New York Review of
Books that, in a civilized society, "nobody under the age
of thirty would be permitted to publish any literary
criticism." There was too much in the world to be
understood, he said, and the world of art and literature
requires a certain amount of time to gestate in the mind
before one is capable of understanding what it is all
about.
As a reader-and a younger one at that-I find this
quote both enlightening and maddening. Early in my
life, the challenge of reading was never understanding
the words on the page or even piecing together the
requisite background knowledge necessary to
understand a particular work of fiction. The real
problem was always trying to be able to contextualize it
amongst a greater number of things that one can
scarcely know much about until much later in life. My
early days of reading were characterized by an intense
frustration of coming to terms with my own limited
knowledge of the world and an often-chronic inability
to understand what was really going on behind the
scenes. It was only after years of being unable to find my
way, purposefully gathering what I could while trying to
overlook what I could not, that I began to see myself as a
serious reader. Books fell into place not along thematic
or genre-specific lines as was taught in school but along
contours that emerged through my personal experience
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of reading. And, like a11 readers before me, I began to
construct a world built around that of the novel.
Rarely do we ever read every published work by an
author; in my own life, I can only think of two instances
where I have done so: with the works of two twentiethcentury authors, John Williams and J. A. Baker. In both
cases, it was the product of the fact that I thoroughly
enjoyed what they had to say given that neither one
produced more than 700 pages in aggregate. This output
does not diminish the stature of these writers in my
mind, and it may have actua11y helped curate the
mythological image of the writer in my head-it is true,
in writing as in biography, that the more one can dredge
up about a person or topic, the more elusive the subject
becomes. My favorite authors invariably carry a great,
and sometimes mysterious, personal story alongside
their writing and, in my experience, Baker and Williams
share a similar narrative that complements their work.
I have been fortunate, then, to find in John Williams
an author I have come to understand in depth, and that
I cannot readily extend to others. Like all great authors,
each new work I read imbues the lives of the others with
greater intensity and complexity. Over his career he
wrote four novels-along with some poetry and a few
critical essays-the earliest of which he eventually
disavowed and, as a kind of faith in Williams as a writer,
I have not read. The other three scarcely seem to have
any connecting thread at a11, each one covering a
distinct topic and point in time utilizing disparate
language and style. Despite this divergence, there is a
certain cohesive aura to the group-a unifying charm,
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keeping in line with Camus' maxim that "every artist
keeps within himself a single source which nourishes
during his lifetime what he is and what he says."
Williams' most famous book, Stoner, was never
successful in his lifetime (he died in 1994) and has only
since become a mild literary sensation after the New
York Review of Books decided to reprint it in 2006 as
part of their Classics series that publishes little-known
or forgotten works-the types of books "that people
typically run into outside of the classroom and then
remember for life." The eponymous character-William
Stoner-is a bookish, solitary type and the novel follows
his life from a rural dirt farm on "an arid patch of land
that sustained the family from one year to the next" to
the University of Missouri where Stoner was a student
and later a faculty member. The plot traces Stoner's life
as he rises up the academic ladder, never a brilliant
student but nonetheless enthralled by the mythic world
of medieval literature. He later becomes an honest
professor and a good husband (to a needlessly cruel
wife), living the role as a victim of circumstance with a
substantive, though abstract, understanding of that
primal fire that sustains him.
Set in the rural heartland of central Missouri just
after the turn of the century, and then later into the First
World War and beyond, Stoner harks back to an era that
seems remote in its intellectual energy and moral
discrimination. Stoner's life is a bridge between our
world and the one that came before us-one in which a
person's life was largely determined by history as much
as it was by personal psychology or passion. Despite its
original publication in 1965, Williams deliberately set
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the novel decades before with the bulk of Stoner's adult
life taking place during the Depression era, in the years
when men "once walked erect in their own identities."
The language throughout the novel is terse and
detached, bringing forth a depth that resonates
brilliantly despite its heavy subject matter. In it we find
an unlikely existential hero-a man that struggles to
overcome the dictates of the world around him but can
take it all on with stoic resignation.
Butcher's Crossing, published just a few years before
Stoner, might as well have come from a completely
different author. Set in the 1870s, the novel follows
William Andrews-both of his early characters share
part of the author's name, no doubt because they are at
least partially autobiographical-as he sets off to the
frontier town of Butcher's Crossing, Kansas, after
dropping out of Harvard. Energized by Ralph Waldo
Emerson's transcendental vision of nature, Andrews
flees the comfort he knew in the east and eventua11y
settles in with buffalo hide traders in the Midwest where
he funds an expedition to a remote, unvisited valley in
the Colorado Rockies that is said to be rich in the
animal.
Andrews is an idealist of a uniquely American
sort-a college dropout; a vision-seeker; and, ultimately, a solitary man seduced by a world of one's own
design out west. The story is laid out along his
development from an inquisitive boy-who attracts a
local prostitute due to his soft, bourgeois features-to a
hardened, laconic man of the frontier. This
transformation is almost purely due to the harsh
conditions he meets in the wilderness. Trapped in a sea
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of grass on the Great Plains without any water; snowed
in a remote mountain valley due to a blizzard;
desensitized to violence because of the brutal,
mechanized slaughter of the buffalo, Andrews comes to
see not an enlightening impression of the natural world
that one might comfortably envision in the western
reaches of Massachusetts, but a natural world that is
indifferent to the world of man. It is a world that kills
without remorse, a world that hardens man until he is as
tough as leather, lest he be driven mad by his pursuit of
money and violence. The novel is one of the finest
examples of the Western genre, comparable only to the
masterpieces of Cormac McCarthy and Oakley Hall in
its composition and vision of the west.
Although all of Williams' novels are historical in the
sense that he never set one in his own time, Augustus
stands alone among the three as historical fictionalmost every character was real or had a real-life
counterpart. It also stands apart from the others because
of how distant the subject is from the distinctly
American settings of his first two novels and because it
was the only one of Williams' novels to receive
recognition in his lifetime. Of the three, Augustus is the
most elaborate and easily the best written. It tal(es the
of documents-letters, memoirs, senate
form
proceedings, and speeches-that loosely trace out the
life of the Roman Emperor Augustus, though he is
known first as Octavian, Julius Caesar's nephew and
adoptive son. In writing this way, using each of these
characters as vehicles for exposition and the
development of the protagonist, Williams takes
advantage of the fact that we know little about their day-
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to-day lives. By assuming their political posturing, their
reflective gaze back onto the days of their youth, and
their letters to friends and relatives, he brings to life the
sterilized and coherent portrait of history that takes
form when we try to make sense of past events.
The purpose of this type of historical fiction was not
to merely update the past but to imbue life in the parts
of history that are more vague and uncertain. We know
much about Augustus through contemporary art and
biography, but given his stature in his day and our own,
there is a certain liveliness and mystery of character that
seems lost among the totemic fragments that we have
pieced together. The challenge though, in Williams' eye,
was not having to create a story from known history but
to make sure that the work would stand on its own and
not be contaminated by the world from which it was
being written-published in 1973 during the end of
imperial ventures in southeast Asia and the world of
realpolitik, he said that he was firm "to not have Henry
Kissinger in a toga." In language and in style, he largely
succeeded.
The result is an astonishing portrait of a man who,
like Andrews and Stoner, is catapulted into a world he
can scarcely understand or control. The novel follows
Augustus' life-from his political successes at a young
age to later tumult in his family and personal life as they
clash with the public persona of the Emperor-as he is
molded by, and ultimately resigned to, the world around
him. Notably, Augustus' own voice is absent until the
third and final section, forcing us to see him first only
through the eyes of others until he can render his world
through his own. On the surface it would seem that such
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a glorious Emperor-whose name literally translates to
the "one to be revered" and whose name still adorns our
calendars two-thousand years later-could suffer at the
hands of fate in the way that an insignificant boy of
Boston or a man of the academy could is a remarkable
feat. As in his earlier novels, the fact that we could see
this conclusion as a satisfying one is a triumph of
language, of allowing the story to unfold in a particular
way to bring us to this sole point of reason. It this
philosophy that informs a11 of Williams' work-man is
resigned to a solitary fate of change and loss, and he
comes out on the other side bearing no resemblance to
his former self.
In his preface to The Nigger of the Narcissus, Joseph
Conrad said that any work "that aspires, however
humbly, to the condition of art should carry its
justification in every line. And art itself may be defined
as a single-minded attempt to render the highest kind of
justice to the visible universe, by bringing to light the
truth, manifold and one, underlying its every aspect."
That truth is both a truth that exists in the world and a
truth that exists within the author, and rendering the
two in a transparent, cohesive way is why good writing
remains supremely satisfying but maddeningly difficult.
The role of the artist is to bring to light some element of
their subconscious, some sort of lyrical inner life, and
render it in a world of their own design. Successful
fiction creates a world that is so unified, so alive, that it
takes the reader-and even sometimes the author-by
surprise.
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In his fiction, John Williams shows himself to be not
just a writer of the world, but a writer that can bring to
light all of the latent recesses that surround it. He
cleverly disguises philosophy-a philosophy of life, a
philosophy of the United States, a philosophy of
individual and historical action-within the brilliant
artistic images rendered on the page through text. These
three novels-surprising and enlightening, lugubrious
and ambitious-weigh in my mind as some of the best
fiction of the twentieth century. They have a weird
mystic charm on me, a strange blend of unique
American character that is sublimated to a higher world
of art in a way that is much stranger and much more
elaborate than most of the fiction coming out of this
country. This vision of the United States and its people
permeates throughout the entirety of his works; these
novels come together with an implacable unity that is
nearly impossible to find in most great writers.
On top of Williams' artistic prowess, I was also
struck by a deeper, much more subtle attraction that can
hardly be described. There was something thrilling
about reading an author who is unknown and who
himself revels in the kind of obscurity that he gave his
characters. Virginia Woolf once lamented that reading
the classics because they were classics was, in some
sense, a cop-out because other people were telling you
what constitutes good writing and why you should enjoy
it. It is obvious that beauty is held in certain books with
hindsight-with the weight and prestige of critics and
academics behind them-but how many of us would
have recognized this in the moment when they were still
unknown and unknowable? I have kept this in mind as I

96

Personal Reflection

became aware of, and later read, these novels; of all the
things that have been revealed to me from reading John
Williams, perhaps the most important was never
explicitly stated in any of his writing. It was the
serendipitous quality of discovering Williams that has
held my attention, a little-known author that wrote great
books that happen to resonate well with my intellectual
and emotional life at the time that I read him. And in
piecing together the life of his works on my own, I have
found that-though a civilized society might not want to
recognize it-I might in fact have something to say.
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